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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 Bulgaria's
Liberation Day and Ghana'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: Two sessions begin

(dqgl/Id) The third session of the 14th National
Committee of the Chinese People's Political
Consultative Conference (CPPCC) opened on March 4,
marking the opening of China's Two Sessions—the
annual gatherings of the CPPCC and the National
People's Congress (NPC).

The CPPCC, as China's top political advisory body,
convenes first, followed by the NPC, the country’'s
highest legislative body. Together, these meetings set
China's policy direction, discuss key national issues,
and approve legislative and economic plans.

CPPCC Chairman and member of the Politburo of the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Wang Huning
presented a work report outlining achievements from
the past year, emphasizing the importance of
consultative democracy and reforms set by the 20th



National Congress in 2022 and the Third Plenary
Session of the CCP last year. [CGTN]

Attended by thousands of leaders, bureaucrats,
experts, reporters, and celebrities from across the
country, this year's Two Sessions are believed to focus
to address China's struggling economy including
stimulus measures, business support, advancing
artificial intelligence and its applications, and
responses to U.S. trade policies. They are expected to
emphasize a pro-growth agenda, targeting 5 percent
GDP growth, a 4 percent fiscal deficit ratio, and 2
percent consumer inflation. Stimulus efforts will
include CNY 3 trillion (USD 412 billion) in ultralong
special treasury bonds and CNY 4.5-5 trillion (USD 619-
688 billion) in local government special-purpose bonds,
alongside initiatives to boost consumer spending and
private-sector innovation. Large-scale stimulus appear
unlikely as Beijing prioritizes fiscal caution amid trade
tensions, as well as major structural reforms, with the
government maintaining its focus on high-tech
industrial self-reliance. [CNBC] [Asia Society] [South
China Morning Post]

Xi Jinping calls for unified economic strategy amid
challenges

Ahead of the Two Sessions, President Xi Jinping has
urged China to confront mounting external challenges
with resilience and confidence, emphasizing the party's
Party’s centralized leadership as pivotal to navigating
economic headwinds. His remarks, published in Qiushi,
the leading journal of the CCP. [Qiushi, in Chinese]

Xi acknowledged “deepening adverse impacts” from
global volatility, citing domestic challenges like sluggish
demand, corporate struggles, employment pressures,
and financial risks. However, he reiterated China'’s
“stable foundation, strong resilience, and vast
potential,” asserting that long-term growth
fundamentals remain intact. In the article, Xi outlined
five critical relationships to balance, including
government-market relations, supply-demand
equilibrium, industry modernization, resource
allocation, and quality and scale integration. [China’s
State Council]

China: Legislators propose free preschool
education to address demographic crisis

(Id) Chinese lawmakers are advancing proposals to
extend free education to include three years of
preschool, aiming to alleviate financial pressures on
families and combat the nation’s plummeting birth
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rates. The initiative, set for discussion during the
National People’s Congress (NPC) session this week,
seeks to expand China’s current nine-year compulsory
education system to 12 years, covering ages 3 through
15.

The proposal argues that reducing education costs
could mitigate young couples’ reluctance to have
children. It follows similar motions at provincial
political meetings in January, part of broader efforts to
build a “birth-friendly society” amid a looming
demographic downturn. China’s population, now at 1.4
billion, faces a shrinking workforce and aging populace,
with 2023 marking the seventh consecutive year of
declining births.

Other proposals to address the population crisis
include expanding maternity insurance coverage,
integrating it with basic health insurance, and
providing financial support to unemployed women
giving birth.

To address gender disparities in childcare, trial
implementation of "paternity leave" in certain regions
is suggested, allowing fathers to take up to six months
of childcare leave. Companies are encouraged to
expand "mome-friendly jobs" with flexible work
schedules to help reduce workplace gender
discrimination. [Ifeng News, in Chinese]

While not all NPC proposals are adopted, these plans
have gained traction as part of Beijing's multi-faceted
strategy to reverse birth rate declines. Previous
measures include subsidies for families, extended
parental leave, and crackdowns on costly private
tutoring. However, high childcare expenses and career
disruptions for mothers remain persistent barriers.

Analysts note that free preschool could ease
immediate financial burdens but stress that systemic
issues—such as workplace discrimination and housing
costs—require deeper reforms. The proposal’s viability
hinges on funding allocations and implementation
across China's vast, unevenly resourced regions.

If enacted, the policy would mark a significant
expansion of China’s social welfare framework,
signaling intensified state intervention in demographic
management. However, success depends on
addressing structural inequities and restoring public
confidence in long-term support for families. [South
China Morning Post]

China: Industry minister removed
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(Id) Jin Zhuanglong, head of China’s Ministry of Industry
and Information Technology (MILT), has been
dismissed from his role as the ministry’'s Communist
Party chief after a two-month absence from public
view, amid speculation of a corruption investigation.
His replacement, Li Lecheng, previously governor of
Liaoning province, was announced without further
details.

Jin's removal marks the fourth cabinet-level shake-up
under President Xi Jinping's intensified anti-graft
campaign, following the ousters of defense,
agriculture, and foreign affairs ministers since 2023.
[MILT, in Chinese]

Jin, 60, last appeared publicly at a ministry conference
in late December 2023. His unexplained absence
coincided with missed key events, including a January
meeting where Xi emphasized corruption as the
Communist Party's “biggest threat,” (see AiR No. 1,
January/2025, 1). Sources suggest Jin is under
investigation, though authorities have not confirmed
this. His dismissal follows the 2022 removal of
predecessor Xiao Yaqging in another graft probe (see
AiR No. 51, December/2022, 3).

As tech minister, Jin oversaw critical sectors like
semiconductors, Al, and electric vehicles, central to Xi's
vision of technological self-reliance. He previously led
state aircraft maker COMAC, steering the debut of
China's first domestically produced passenger jet C919.
His tenure included high-profile tours with Premier Li
Qiang to semiconductor firms like Naura and YMTC,
highlighting the ministry’s pivotal role in reducing
foreign tech dependence.

Jin's successor Li Lecheng, now tasked with advancing
Xi's tech agenda, accompanied the president on a
Liaoning tour last month. The leadership transition
arrives weeks before China’s annual legislative
sessions, where tech and industrial policies are
expected to dominate discussions. [South China
Morning Post]

Xi's anti-corruption drive disciplined 889,000 officials in
2024—a 46 percent annual increase—sparking
concerns over bureaucratic paralysis. Analysts note the
crackdown has fostered risk aversion, complicating
policy implementation. [Financial Times]

China: Al-powered prescriptions in online
clinics banned
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(Ib) Authorities in China’'s Hunan province have
prohibited online healthcare providers from using
artificial intelligence to generate prescriptions. The
new regulation requires online doctors to be
authenticated with real-name verification. The move
comes as China rapidly integrates Al into its healthcare
sector, raising concerns about trust and oversight.
[Peoples’s Daily] [Forbes]

Al tools such as DeepSeek are widely used in hospitals
to analyze medical data, assist in diagnoses, and
optimize treatment plans. While Al can support doctors
in their work, regulations prohibit it from replacing
human decision-making. Al is permitted to assist
doctors but cannot independently prescribe
medication.

The ban also highlights broader concerns over Al's role
in China’s healthcare system. Recent reports suggest
that Al and big data advances, including DeepSeek,
could enhance government surveillance capabilities.
The Washington-based National Endowment for
Democracy warned that China’s widespread access to
personal health data may strengthen state monitoring
and social control mechanisms. [Radio Free Asia]

China - Hong Kong: Government unveils
controversial 2025 budget

(Ib) Hong Kong's government has announced the 2025
budget, introducing tax cuts, property concessions,
and a major investment in artificial intelligence (Al).
The budget also includes spending reductions,
sparking controversy over the removal of a student
subsidy amid a growing fiscal deficit.

Salaries tax and personal assessment tax will be
reduced by 100 percent, but the cap has been cutin
half to USD 190 (HKD 1,500). Profits tax will also see
the same reduction, down from the previous cap of
USD 380 (HKD 3,000). While 2.1 million taxpayers and
165,000 businesses will benefit, the move will cost the
government USD 400 million (HKD 3.1 billion) in lost
revenue. Property tax relief has also been adjusted,
with rates concessions capped at USD 60 (HKD 500),
down from USD 130 (HKD 1,000). Meanwhile, the
threshold for the lowest stamp duty of USD 13 (HKD
100) has been raised from properties valued at USD
380,000 (HKD 3 million) to USD 510,000 (HKD 4 million).
This change is expected to benefit 15 percent of
transactions but will reduce revenue by USD 50 million
(HKD 400 million). [Dimsum Daily]
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A key highlight of the budget is a USD 130 million (HKD
1 billion) allocation for an Al research and
development institute, overseen by the Digital Policy
Office. This follows last year's USD 380 million (HKD 3
billion) Al subsidy program, which has funded projects
in big language models, synthetic biology, and
materials research. Additionally, over 70 government
departments have begun using a locally developed Al
tool, HKGAI V1, powered by DeepSeek, a Chinese Al
model [South China Morning Post].

One of the most controversial measures is the
elimination of the USD 320 (HKD 2,500) student grant,
which had benefited nearly 800,000 students.
Introduced as a temporary relief measure in 2019 and
made permanent in 2020, the grant was quietly
removed from this year’'s budget. Lawmakers criticized
the decision, with education representative Chu Kwok-
keung stating he had not been consulted. The
government defended the move, citing necessary
spending cuts [Hong Kong Free Press 1].

Hong Kong faces a fiscal deficit of USD 11 billion (HKD
87.2 billion) for 2024-5, marking the third consecutive
year of shortfalls. The government has introduced
cost-saving measures, including a salary freeze for
public servants [Radio Free Asial.

While pro-Beijing lawmakers supported the budget,
the Democratic Party criticized it for not cutting
salaries of high-earning officials. The party proposed
reducing salaries for officials earning over USD 19,000
(HKD 150,000) per month, though this was not
included in the budget [Hong Kong Free Press 2].

The budget reflects Hong Kong's effort to balance
economic recovery, technological development, and
fiscal discipline. While tax relief and Al investment aim
to spur growth, concerns remain over financial
sustainability and social welfare impacts.

China: Rights group Safeguard Defenders
addresses disappearance of foreign
nationals

(Ib) Amid growing concerns over foreign nationals
disappearing in China, the rights group Safeguard
Defenders has released a guide titled Missing in China
to assist families of those arbitrarily detained. This
guide aims to address the mounting cases of
disappearances, which have included well-known
figures like U.S. citizen Kai Li and Canadian citizens
Michael Kovrig and Michael Spavor (see AiR No. 33,
August/2021, 3). These high-profile cases are only the


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-z/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-v/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-e/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-s/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-g/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-g/

surface of a much larger issue, as Chinese authorities
are increasingly detaining foreign nationals for political
reasons, often under the guise of national security,
according to the guide. [Safeguard Defenders]

The rise in detentions has been linked to China's
tightening control over its borders and a stronger
emphasis on national security since President Xi
Jinping took office in 2012. According to the guide,
arrests of foreigners are sometimes part of “hostage
diplomacy,” where the Chinese government seeks to
exert political pressure on foreign governments. Many
of these detentions occur in the absence of a fair legal
process, with families feeling helpless due to China's
opaque justice system. The guide provides practical
advice on navigating this complex situation, including
what to expect, whom to contact, and steps to secure
the release of detainees.

The risk of arbitrary detention for foreigners has
intensified, especially following recent changes to
Chinese laws. In May 2024, the State Secrets Law was
amended to include “work secrets,” and the Counter-
Espionage Law in 2023 expanded the definition of
espionage. This makes a wide range of activities,
including taking photos in public or attending religious
services, potentially criminal. The Chinese government
has also heightened its efforts to warn citizens and
foreigners about the risks of being accused of
espionage, including through a WeChat account
operated by the Ministry of State Security.

While the handbook offers practical steps for families
of detainees, it highlights the grim reality that few
foreign nationals, especially those with dual
citizenship, will receive timely consular support from
the Chinese government. The guide emphasizes that
detainees are often denied lawyer access, subjected to
harsh conditions, and forced into confessions. [Radio
Free Asia]

China: Huawei makes advance in Al chip
production in defiance of US tech export
controls

(Id) Huawei has doubled the production yield of its
flagship Ascend 910C Al chips to nearly 40 percent, up
from 20 percent in early 2024. The improved yield for
its Ascend 910C processors—now matching
performance levels of Nvidia’s H100, widely recognized
as the benchmark for high-performance computing
(HPC) and Al workloads—reflects progress despite U.S.
export controls banning access to advanced
manufacturing tools like EUV lithography.
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Partnering with Chinese state-owned Semiconductor
Manufacturing International Corporation (SMIC),
Huawei utilizes the N+2 process to produce chips
without EUV technology, circumventing sanctions. The
company plans to manufacture 100,000 Ascend 910C
and 300,000 9108 chips in 2025, up from 200,000 units
of the older model last year. While this output trails
Nvidia's estimated USD 12 billion in 2024 China sales
(via restricted H20 chips), Huawei dominates 75
percent of China’s Al chip market, per industry sources.

Despite gains, Huawei faces hurdles in displacing
Nvidia, whose CUDA software remains superior for Al
training. In its annual filing, Nvidia identified Huawei as
a major competitor for the second time since 2019.
Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang noted “vigorous” competition
in China, where Huawei's advancements contrast with
Nvidia's declining revenue—now half of pre-sanction
levels due to U.S. export controls. [CNBC]

Beijing's mandate for state firms to prioritize domestic
chips over Nvidia bolsters Huawei's position, with
founder Ren Zhengfei recently assuring President Xi
Jinping of breakthroughs in China's semiconductor
“core” and software “soul.”

The yield improvement underscores Huawei's role in
China's technology decoupling strategy after U.S.
sanctions halted chip production for Huawei in 2020.
China is seeking to reduce its reliance on Taiwan,
which is home to the world's largest manufacturer of
advanced semiconductors, Taiwan Semiconductor
Manufacturing Company (TSMC). Analysts note
achieving the industry standard of 60 percent yield
remains a target, but current progress signals
resilience in Beijing's bid for Al and semiconductor
independence. [Financial Times] [Digitimes]

DeepSeek claims 545 percent profit margin for its Al
models

Chinese Al startup DeepSeek has asserted a theoretical
daily cost-profit ratio of 545 percent for its V3 and R1
models, leveraging Nvidia's H800 GPUs at a fraction of
the computational costs incurred by U.S. rivals like
OpenAl. The Hangzhou-based firm disclosed that a 24-
hour test run during its “Open Source Week" incurred
USD 87,072 in operational costs, while generating
hypothetical revenue of USD 562,027, assuming full
monetization of 608 billion input and 168 billion output
tokens processed. [South China Morning Post]

However, the company clarified that actual revenue is
significantly lower due to free chatbot access,
discounted off-peak rates, and cheaper pricing for its
V3 model. This disclosure follows DeepSeek’s earlier
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revelation of spending under USD 6 million on training
its models, starkly contrasting with multibillion-dollar
investments by Western counterparts.

The claims intensified scrutiny of U.S. tech valuations,
contributing to a January sell-off that erased billions
from Al stocks like Nvidia. Meanwhile, DeepSeek's cost-
efficient approach has buoyed investor interest in
Chinese tech equities, with its rise emblematic of
Beijing's push for Al self-reliance. Analysts caution that
while DeepSeek’s model highlights China’s competitive
strides, sustainable profitability hinges on scaling paid
services beyond current free offerings and discounts.
[Reuters]

China: Next-generation research and
alternative sourcing circumvent U.S. chip
ban

(Id) China now leads global basic research in advanced
computing hardware, producing over twice as many
academic papers as the U.S. between 2018 and 2023 in
fields critical to next-generation chip development,
according to a Georgetown University study. The
analysis, conducted by the Emerging Technology
Observatory (ETO), highlights China's dominance in
critical areas that could enable Beijing to circumvent
U.S. export restrictions targeting semiconductor
manufacturing. [ETO]

Chinese institutions contributed to 50 percent of the
top 10 percent most-cited chip-related papers during
the study period, surpassing the U.S. (22 percent) and
Europe (17 percent). China has focused on speculative
technologies like optical computing (using light for data
transmission) and neuromorphic systems (mimicking
neural networks), which promise efficiency gains for Al
applications and rely on mature fabrication processes
not restricted by current U.S. policies, potentially
allowing China to “leapfrog” existing bottlenecks.

Since 2022, U.S. restrictions have barred China from
accessing cutting-edge chips and tools, citing military
and surveillance concerns. However, Beijing's focus on
next-gen technologies threatens to erode the efficacy
of these measures. Analysts warn that
commercialization of these advances could redefine
global tech competition, challenging U.S. dominance in
high-performance computing. [Nature]

China circumvents U.S. chip sanctions via third-party
networks
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While China’s chip manufacturing lags due to U.S.
export controls on advanced equipment, Chinese
entities continue to acquire restricted Nvidia Al chips
through third-party intermediaries in Malaysia,
Vietnam, and Taiwan. Singapore authorities are
probing whether Dell and Super Micro servers shipped
to Malaysia contained Nvidia's most advanced Al chips,
which are barred from direct export to China. [South
China Morning Post]

Chinese traders are procuring high-end servers
through offshore entities and reselling them at a hefty
markup. Distributors use escrow accounts and falsified
documents to secure orders, with some shipments
reaching Chinese universities in Shenzhen and Wuhan,
procurement records show. Despite increased controls
by Nvidia and manufacturers, resellers exploit
loopholes, such as masking serial numbers on older
equipment during inspections.

The Biden administration's pending "country caps" on
Al chip purchases aim to curb bulk transshipment, but
enforcement under Trump remains uncertain.
Meanwhile, Chinese tech giants like Alibaba and
Tencent are stockpiling Nvidia's H20 chips, the most
powerful still legally available, in anticipation of future
restrictions.

Nvidia's Q4 2024 data shows that China and Hong
Kong accounted for 17 percent of its revenue, down
from pre-sanction peaks but still significant,
underscoring the difficulty of severing supply chains in
the entrenched gray market. [Wall Street Journal]

China: Government to do first capital
infusion to major banks since 2008 global
financial crisis

(Id) China plans to inject at least CNY 400 billion (USD
55 billion) into its largest state-owned banks, including
Agricultural Bank of China (AgBank), Bank of
Communications (BoCom), and Postal Savings Bank of
China (PSBC), as part of a stimulus package to stabilize
the financial sector and spur lending. The capital
infusion, set to commence by June 2025, marks the
first such recapitalization since the 2008 global
financial crisis and targets replenishing core Tier 1
capital buffers critical for risk management.

The initiative, funded through special sovereign bond
issuances, could expand to CNY 1 trillion (USD 138
billion), with subsequent tranches potentially covering
Industrial and Commercial Bank of China (ICBC), Bank
of China (BOC), and China Construction Bank (CCB).
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The move follows a September 2024 pledge by
regulators to strengthen lenders amid rising bad loans
from the property crisis and record-low net interest
margins (NIMs), which fell to 1.52 percent in Q4 2024.
[Yicai]

Major banks face dual pressures of shrinking
profitability and increased credit demands from the
government to support economic revival. AgBank and
PSBC, with Common Equity Tier 1 (CET1) ratios of 11.42
percent and 9.42 percent respectively as of September
2024, lag behind peers like CCB (14.10 percent) and
ICBC (13.95 percent). From a regulatory perspective,
CET1 ratio is the key measure of a bank's financial
strength. The stimulus aligns with broader measures,
including mortgage rate cuts and local government
debt relief, ahead of the National People’s Congress
session on March 5, where further growth policies are
anticipated. [S&P Global]

By leveraging sovereign debt rather than retained
earnings or bond issuances, Beijing aims to alleviate
banks' balance sheet strains while directing credit
toward strategic sectors, reflecting efforts to increase
financial stability to underpin its 2025 growth targets.
[Bloomberg] [Reuters]

China: Young entrepreneurs to see
increased state support

(Ib) China is increasing financial and policy support for
young entrepreneurs and small business owners to
boost economic activity and create higher-quality jobs.
A new guideline, issued by seven central government
departments, aims to improve the business
environment and encourage more startups. The
initiative aligns with broader national efforts to
stimulate innovation and employment.

The guideline emphasizes fostering entrepreneurial
awareness, particularly among young people.
Universities and vocational colleges are encouraged to
integrate entrepreneurship training into their curricula
and organize innovation competitions. Targeted
support will be provided to college graduates, migrant
workers, demobilized military personnel, and
individuals facing financial or physical hardships.
Hands-on experience at established companies will
also be available to help them develop business skills.

Local authorities are urged to use digital tools to create
business simulation platforms, allowing aspiring
entrepreneurs to practice managing companies in a
low-risk environment. Additionally, mentorship
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programs will connect startups with experienced
business leaders, investors, and experts for guidance.
The government also plans to expand financial
support, including tax reductions, low-interest loans,
and one-time subsidies. Banks are encouraged to
simplify loan approval processes to improve access to
funding.

For those whose businesses fail, authorities will offer
assistance with labor relations, social security, and
financial recovery to support second-chance
entrepreneurship. [The State Council PRC]

The guideline comes after Chinese President Xi Jinping
convened a rare high-profile symposium in Beijing on
February 17 with leading private-sector executives -
the first of its kind since 2018 attended by leaders of
Huawei, BYD, Unitree Robotics, and Xiaomi's, among
other - to reassure business leaders of the
government's commitment to private enterprise
growth while urging them to prioritize R&D, adopt
modern governance practices, and align investments
with national priorities such as Al, green energy, and
rural revitalization amid economic headwinds and
global uncertainties, including weak domestic demand
and renewed U.S. trade pressures under President
Donald Trump's second term (see AiR No. 7,
February/2025, 3). [Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace]

China updates military regulations to
focus on war preparedness

(Ib) China has revised its military regulations to
strengthen combat readiness and expand its overseas
operational capabilities. The updated rules, set to take
effect in April, direct the People's Liberation Army (PLA)
to prioritize "winning battles" and integrate wartime
management into training. The changes align with
President Xi Jinping's goal of modernizing the PLA by
2035 and establishing it as a world-class military by
2050. [The State Council Information Office PRC]

The amendments introduce stricter discipline
measures and emphasize combat preparedness.
Compared to the 2018 regulations, which urged
soldiers to master combat skills, the new version
stresses maintaining a constant state of war readiness.
The term “wartime” appears 49 times, up from just five
in the previous edition. A new bugle call system has
also been added to reinforce battlefield awareness and
discipline.
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The regulations expand protocols for overseas
missions, reflecting China's growing military footprint
abroad. They introduce measures to safeguard military
secrets, particularly through tighter controls on
electronic device usage, highlighting the PLA’s focus on
cybersecurity in modern warfare.

Additionally, a new category for “major non-war
military operations” has been established, covering
peacekeeping, humanitarian aid, and disaster relief
efforts. [South China Morning Post]

Japan: First compromise budget in seven
decades submitted to parliament

(adi) Japan’s ruling coalition, composed of the Liberal
Democratic Party and Komeito, has submitted to
parliament a draft budget for fiscal 2025-26 reduced by
JPY 350 billion (USD 2.3 billion) to JPY 115.2 trillion (USD
769.2 billion). The original JPY 115.5 trillion budget was
adopted by the coalition in December (see AiR No. 53,
December/2024, 5). The adjustment of the budget
reflects Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba’s need for
opposition support to pass the budget, as his minority
government lacks a parliamentary majority. The LDP
and Komeito together hold 220 seats in the 465-
member House of Representatives, which is 12 seats
short of the 233 needed for a majority.

Earlier last week, the ruling coalition and the minor
opposition Japan Innovation Party (JIP), which holds 38
seats, signed an agreement on budget revisions after
Ishiba’s coalition agreed to JIP's key demands for free
senior high school education and reductions in social
insurance premiums (see AiR No. 8, February/2025, 4).
[The Asahi Shimbun]

The revision keeps bond issuance at JPY 28.6 trillion
(USD 191.3 billion), slightly below initial projections.
The budget prioritizes defense, social welfare, and
economic stimulus. While opposition parties advocated
for greater fiscal restraint, coalition members sought
to balance economic growth with debt management.
[Reuters]

Reflecting the shift in Japan'’s political landscape since
the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and Komeito lost
their majority in the October 27 general elections (see
AiR No. 44, October/2024, 5), the submitted budget
draft marks the first time since 1996 that the
government and opposition have jointly deliberated on
the budget. It also introduces the first spending cuts in
70 years. [Nippon.com] [CSIS]
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Japan: Cabinet approves new Al bill

(dgl) The government has approved a bill aimed at
balancing the risks of generative Al with technological
innovation, marking a shift from its previous policy of
relying on self-regulation by businesses under
government guidelines.

The proposal promotes Al research and development,
emphasizing its role in national security while
addressing concerns such as misinformation, privacy
breaches, and copyright infringement.

Businesses violating public rights, including spreading
false information, will be investigated and required to
take corrective measures. In cases of malicious
conduct, the government may disclose company
names but imposes no penalties. The bill mandates
transparency in Al operations and risk management. It
establishes an Al strategy headquarters, led by the
prime minister and Cabinet members, to oversee
policy implementation. [The Asahi Shimbun]

The government will also develop data centers and
enhance international cooperation, particularly
through the Hiroshima Al Process, an international
framework established by the Group of Seven (G7)
countries and launched during the G7 Summit in
Hiroshima in 2023 to promote responsible
development, deployment, and regulation of artificial
intelligence, in response to rising concerns about Al
risks, including misinformation, privacy violations, and
potential misuse. [The Peninsula] [CSIS]

Japan: Birth rate hits new record low in
2024

(dqgl) Concerns over Japan's demographic development
have further deepen after the health ministry released
data according to which the number of babies born in
Japan in 2024 fell for the ninth consecutive year to a
record low of 720,998, a 5 percent decline from the
previous year. This marks the lowest birth count since
records began in 1899 and exposes the ineffectiveness
of government measures to counter the country’s
declining and aging population.

Particularly worrisome is that the drop occurred 15
years earlier than projected, with births among
Japanese nationals alone expected to fall below
700,000 when finalized data is released. [Kyodo News]
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Meanwhile, the number of deaths in 2024 rose by
28,181 to a record 1,618,684, while the natural
population decline, calculated as deaths minus births,
reached an unprecedented 897,696. [Independent]

Japan recorded 499,999 marriages in 2024, a 2.2
percent increase from the previous year, which had
marked a 90-year low. Experts emphasize that
improving economic stability, job prospects, and
gender equality is essential to encouraging marriage
and childbirth, as many younger Japanese cite financial
insecurity and rigid corporate cultures as deterrents.

Japan's population is projected to shrink by 30 percent
to 87 million by 2070, with 40 percent of the
population expected to be 65 or older. [AP_ News]

For a critical discussion calling the demographic crisis
“a political failure of leadership,” in Japan, see George
Prior in [Asia Times] who accuses the country's political
leaders of “a striking lack of adaptability, clinging to
archaic solutions instead of pushing for real, structural
change.”

Japan: Tokyo’s net migration surplus rises
for third consecutive year

(adi) Tokyo recorded a net migration surplus of 79,285
people in 2024, marking the third consecutive year of
population growth, according to government data. The
capital continues to attract new residents, reversing
the temporary decline seen during the COVID-19
pandemic.

The increase is attributed to employment
opportunities, educational institutions, and lifestyle
advantages. Tokyo's status as an economic hub
remains a key factor, drawing professionals and
students seeking career and academic advancement.
The city's cultural and entertainment offerings also
contribute to its appeal.

The rise in migration poses challenges for urban
infrastructure, housing, and public services.
Policymakers are focusing on transportation, housing
affordability, and sustainability measures to
accommodate the growing population while
maintaining quality of life. [Asahi Shimbun]

Japan: Supreme Court concludes
Cameroon detainee death case
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(dqgl) The Supreme Court recently upheld lower court
rulings requiring the central government to pay
damages to the family of a 43-year-old Cameroonian
man who died in 2014 while in detention at an
immigration facility near Tokyo. However, the court did
not accept that the actions of staff at the Higashi-
Nihon Immigration Center in Ushiku, Ibaraki
Prefecture, who failed to send the man to a medical
facility despite his health complaints, directly caused
his death.

In 2022, the Mito District Court recognized the
immigration bureau's neglect and ordered the
government to pay JPY 1.65 million (USD 11,000). The
Tokyo High Court upheld the ruling in 2024. The man's
family appealed, arguing that the lack of a causal link
was unjust and that the compensation was too low,
possibly influenced by discrimination based on
nationality.

The man, detained at the center in 2013, had health
issues including diabetes. In 2014, he claimed he was
dying and was found unresponsive the next day. He
was later confirmed dead at a hospital. [The Mainichi]

Japan: Overwhelming majority supports
death penalty

(dql) Findings of a government survey reveal more
than 80 percent of the respondents support the death
penalty, with many considering it "unavoidable."
However, opposition also grew, rising 7.5 points to 16.5
percent.

Support for capital punishment has exceeded 80
percent in five consecutive surveys, conducted every
five years. The most cited reason was concern for
victims and their families, followed by the belief that
violent crimes should be met with the death penalty
and fears that abolition would lead to more heinous
crimes.

Among those favoring abolition, 71 percent cited the
risk of irreversible wrongful convictions. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Construction of world’s largest
floating solar power facility begins

(dqgl) Japan has launched a groundbreaking project to
build the world's largest floating solar power facility.
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The facility, under construction by a multinational
Japanese company Kyocera on the Yamakura Dam
reservoir in Chiba Prefecture, will generate electricity
for approximately 5,000 households when completed
in early 2028. The plant will feature 50,000 solar panels
across 180,000 square meters and will operate at
13.7MW. While not large enough to rank among the
top 100 solar farms globally, its unique approach to
space management and resource utilization sets it
apart.

Japan's interest in floating solar farms stems from its
limited land availability for utility-scale solar projects.
The country, which faces challenges from reduced
nuclear power and increased fossil fuel imports, has
turned to water bodies for renewable energy solutions.
[ecoticias.com]

Japan: Post to sell USD 4 billion stake in
bank, pursue logistics expansion

(adi) State-owned conglomerate Japan Post Holdings
Co. plans to sell JPY 600 billion (USD 4.02 billion) worth
of shares in its subsidiary Japan Post Bank, reducing its
stake below 50 percent to grant the bank greater
operational flexibility. The move aims to lift regulatory
restrictions that currently limit the bank’s ability to
expand into new financial services.

With its ownership lowered, Japan Post Bank would
gain more freedom to diversify its operations and
compete more effectively with private financial
institutions. The sale is part of Japan Post Holdings'
broader restructuring strategy to streamline its
portfolio. [Reuters 1]

Simultaneously, Japan Post Holdings has offered JPY
92.6 billion (USD 619 million) to acquire logistics firm
Tonami Holdings, expanding its logistics business amid
declining revenues in postal and financial services. The
acquisition aligns with its strategy to tap into growing
e-commerce demand and strengthen supply chain
operations. [Reuters 2]

Japan: Majority of firms in Russia suspend
operations

(adi) Over 56 percent of Japanese companies operating
in Russia have either partially or completely halted
their activities, according to a recent survey. The
ongoing war in Ukraine and subsequent international
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sanctions have significantly disrupted business
operations, leading many firms to reassess their
presence in the region.

The survey indicates that a substantial number of
Japanese businesses are facing operational challenges,
including supply chain disruptions, financial
transaction difficulties, and an unpredictable
regulatory environment. These factors have compelled
companies to suspend operations to mitigate risks and
ensure compliance with international regulations.

In response to the crisis, the Japanese government has
been actively supporting affected businesses by
providing guidance on coping with the complex
sanctions landscape and exploring alternative markets.
Additionally, there is a concerted effort to strengthen
economic resilience by diversifying supply chains and
reducing dependency on regions experiencing
geopolitical instability. [Mainichi Shimbun]

Japan: Rice prices remain high despite
government reserve release

(adi) Rice prices in Japan continue to rise despite the
government's decision to release 210,000 metric tons
from its emergency stockpile, as supply constraints
and increased demand keep costs elevated.

The price surge, which began in late 2024, is attributed
to poor harvests due to extreme summer heat, rising
demand from a tourism rebound, and distribution
bottlenecks. The average retail price of a 5-kilogram
bag of rice has increased from JPY 2,023 (USD 13.40)
last year to JPY 3,688 (USD 24.40) in 2025.

In an effort to stabilize prices, the government
announced that 150,000 metric tons from its reserves
would be auctioned to wholesalers, with expectations
that the rice will reach retailers by late March or early
April. However, market response has been limited, and
prices have remained high.

The agriculture ministry is monitoring the situation and
considering further interventions to ease the financial
burden on consumers. Some households have turned
to home gardening and alternative ingredients to
manage rising food costs. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Military presence on Yonaguni
Island expanded
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(adi) Japan is expanding its military presence on
Yonaguni Island, its westernmost territory, in response
to growing security concerns over China and Taiwan,
drawing mixed reactions from local residents.

Located 110 kilometers from Taiwan, Yonaguni has
seen an increase in Ground Self-Defense Force (GSDF)
personnel and radar installations in recent years. The
government is now considering additional military
infrastructure, including new missile bases, to counter
China’s maritime activities and rising military pressure
on Taiwan.

The expansion aligns with Japan’s defense strategy in
the Nansei island chain, where missile units have been
deployed on Amami, Miyako, and Ishigaki islands. [AP
News]

However, Yonaguni residents fear the buildup could
make the island a target in a conflict. Concerns over
economic impact and local governance have also led to
calls for greater transparency in security planning.
[ABC News]

Japan: Wildfire in northeastern Japan
destroys over 80 homes, forces 2,000 to
evacuate

(adi) A wildfire in northeastern Japan has destroyed
more than 80 homes and forced the evacuation of
approximately 2,000 residents, as strong winds and
dry conditions fueled the rapid spread of the fire.

The blaze, which began on February 27, in a
mountainous area, quickly advanced into residential
zones. Firefighting units and helicopters were deployed
to contain the flames, but the challenging terrain and
weather conditions have hampered efforts.

One fatality has been confirmed, while several
residents have been hospitalized for smoke inhalation
and minor injuries. Officials continue to assess the
extent of casualties as emergency crews work to bring
the fire under control. [Kyodo News]

Mongolia: Government signs loan
agreement to boost agriculture and food
production

(fs) The Ministry of Food, Agriculture, and Light
Industry of Mongolia, the Bank of Mongolia, and 10
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commercial banks have signed a concessional loan
agreement to finance the Atar-4 Sustainable
Agriculture Development Campaign.

Atar-4 is an initiative launched by the Government of
Mongolia in 2025 to advance sustainable agricultural
practices across the country. Under this initiative,
commercial banks will provide USD 232 million in loans
to agriculture, livestock, and food production
industries, with MNT USD 101.5 million allocated for
working capital and the rest for investment.

The Mongolian government will subsidize loan interest
rates with USD 15.3 million, covering 10 percent of the
interest on working capital loans. The loans will have a
two-year term for working capital and four years for
investment.

The program aims to integrate agriculture with animal
husbandry, expand agricultural land by 200,000
hectares, and increase food production to meet rising
domestic demand, Minister of Food, Agriculture, and
Light Industry Enkhbayar Jadamba said. It also seeks to
modernize livestock farming by adding 200,000 high-
yielding cows and strengthening meat and dairy
clusters.

Jadamba also said that Mongolia's food, agriculture,
and light industry exports could double from USD 1
billion to USD 2 billion through this and the White Gold
National Movement. [Montsame]

Mongolia: Ulaanbaatar launches bus rapid
transit project with ADB support

(fs) Ulaanbaatar has launched a bus rapid transit
project with the support of the Asian Development
Bank.

The 12.7 km metrobus system will feature 20 stops
and operate along a dedicated corridor, aiming to
reduce congestion and improve public transportation
efficiency. Once operational, it is expected to serve
around 30,000 passengers daily.

Public consultations are being conducted to
incorporate citizen feedback into the project. The
preparatory phase is set to conclude in 2025, with
construction expected to begin in March 2026.
[Akipress]
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Mongolia: Government to void mining
license transfer amid alleged large-scale
corruption case

(fs) In a potential large-scale corruption case,
Mongolia's Minister of Justice O. Altangerel announced
that the government will nullify the 2008 agreement
transferring the Uhaa Khudag mining license to Energy
Resource LLC, citing legal violations.

In 2008, the Mongolian government allowed the
private company Energy Resource LLC, a subsidiary of
Mongolian Mining Corporation (MMC), to develop and
operate the Uhaa Khudag coal deposit, which is a large
coking coal mine located in the Tavan Tolgoi coal basin
in the Omnégovi (South Gobi) province of Mongolia.

The contract, signed by the then Minister of Industry
and Trade, was in breach of the Constitution and the
Minerals Law, Altangerel said. The 2007 parliamentary
resolution had designated the area as a strategic
deposit, requiring state ownership, yet a year later, the
mining license was fully transferred to a private entity.

The original contract has not been found in state
archives, raising concerns about abuse of power.
Authorities will refer the case to judicial bodies for
further action. The government also plans to engage in
negotiations with Energy Resource LLC and present the
issue to parliament for resolution. [GoGo]

Mongolia: Trade union officials face
corruption charges

(fs) The Independent Authority Against Corruption
(IAAC) is investigating more than ten individuals from
the Energy, Geology, and Mining Trade Union,
including its leader, D. Dolgor, on corruption charges.

Prosecutors have formally indicted them and
requested the court to suspend Dolgor from her duties
until the case is resolved.

The investigation revealed that Dolgor, along with
other senior union officials, allegedly misappropriated
funds. Deputy President B. Ragchaa reportedly
withdrew MNT 2 million (USD 580), while Secretary-
General H. Buyanjargal took MNT 197 million (USD
57,000), and Dolgor withdrew MNT 14 million (USD
4,000) under undocumented salary loans.

Additionally, Buyanjargal and Dolgor allegedly acquired
apartments in the Uildverchin residential complex of
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Ulaanbaatar while falsely claiming to be without
housing to receive further support in 2021.

The case was initiated following complaints from union
members. [iSee.mn]

North Korea: State-sponsored hackers
steal USD 1.5 Billion in largest crypto heist
in history

(kp) North Korean state-backed hackers have stolen
approximately USD 1.5 billion worth of cryptocurrency
from Bybit, a Dubai-based exchange, marking the
largest crypto theft in history. The attack, attributed to
the Lazarus Group, also known as TraderTraitor,
exploited a security vulnerability in Bybit's system,
allowing hackers to transfer 410,000 Ether to an
unidentified address.

The breach surpasses North Korea's total crypto thefts
in 2024 and the previous record set in 2003 when USD
1 billion was stolen by Saddam Hussein from Iraq's
central bank. The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
has confirmed North Korea’s involvement, stating that
the stolen funds have already been partially converted
into Bitcoin and are being dispersed across multiple
blockchain addresses as the hackers try to discreetly
cash out as fast as possible. Despite initial estimates
valuing the stolen Ether at USD 1.5 billion, market
fluctuations have reduced their value to around USD 1
billion as of February 26.

Bybit has launched a bounty program to recover the
stolen assets, offering rewards to individuals and
companies that help track and freeze the funds. It has
announced plans to expand its bounty platform to
assist other victims of cyberattacks, featuring a website
prominently displaying a satirical logo of North Korean
leader Kim Jong Un. Crypto analysts warn that this
incident highlights ongoing vulnerabilities in the
industry and could further erode trust in
cryptocurrency exchanges. [BBC][Fortune]

The FBI has issued a public warning urging crypto
exchanges to monitor the stolen funds, noting that
North Korean hackers are using a combination of
laundering techniques to evade detection. The agency
stated that TraderTraitor actors have already
converted some assets into Bitcoin and dispersed
them across thousands of blockchain addresses.

Previously, the South Korean National Intelligence
Service (NIS) accused North Korea of stealing an
estimated USD 1.2 billion in cryptocurrency over the
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past five years. UN experts reported that these funds
are used to prop up the North Korean economy as well
as expand Pyongyang's military and nuclear program.
A UN panel is currently investigating 58 suspected
cyberattacks by North Korea between 2017 and 2023,
which resulted in USD 3 billion in stolen assets. As
international authorities work to track and recover the
Bybit funds, industry experts warn that North Korea's
cyber capabilities continue to evolve, and further large-
scale heists may follow. [AP News 1][AP News 2]

North Korea: Strategic cruise missiles
fired

(mm) North Korea has carried out test launches of
strategic cruise missiles from its west coast earlier last
week, aimed to show the regimes "powerful striking
ability against its enemies.” North Korean leader Kim
Jong-un supervised the missile drills that flew along an
oval trajectory of 1,587km in 7,961 seconds, which is
considered relatively slower than the average modern
cruise missile.

This marks the fourth missile test by North Korea this
year, and according to North Korean state news
agency KCNA, was used explicitly as deterrence to
warn “enemies,” who are seriously violating the
security environment of the (country) and fostering
and escalating the confrontation environment. [KCNA]

The latest launch is a message directed towards the
Trump administration’s push for the denuclearization
of North Korea in a trilateral partnership with South
Korea and Japan. It also comes before the annual US-
South Korea joint military drill Freedom Shield in Seoul,
which the North views as a rehearsal for invasion. [The
Korea Herald] [France 24]

South Korea: Large-scale rallies over
President Yoon’s impeach trial held

(dqgl) Large-scale rallies took place in Seoul on March 1,
either supporting or opposing impeached President
Yoon Suk Yeol, amid ongoing political turmoil following
his failed martial law attempt and impeachment.

The protests coincided with the anniversary of the
March 1 Independence Movement, a resistance
movement against Japanese colonial rule, which began
on March 1, 1919. They followed the Constitutional
Court's final hearing on Yoon's impeachment on
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February 25. The court is deliberating whether to
remove or reinstate him and issue the ruling later this
month.

Far-right pastor Jeon Kwang-hoon and the conservative
Christian group Save Korea led rallies opposing Yoon's
impeachment. Police estimated 110,000 participants.
Ruling People Power Party lawmakers, attended,
relaying a message from Yoon warning against
"communist totalitarianism and populism." Protesters
carried signs supporting martial law and waved Korean
and U.S. flags.

Meanwhile, the Democratic Party and four other
opposition parties held a counter-rally near demanding
Yoon's removal, with DP leader Lee Jae-myung among
the 13,000 attendees. A march calling for Yoon's ouster
was scheduled later that day, with organizers
expecting 100,000 participants. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Prosecutors seek two-year
prison sentence for opposition leader Lee
Jae-Myung

(fn) Prosecutors have demanded a two-year prison
term for opposition Democratic Party (DP) leader Lee
Jae-myung, accused of making false statements during
his 2022 presidential campaign.

Lee is facing allegations related to two significant
incidents: lying about being pressured to rezone land
for a development project while he was Gyeonggi
governor and denying any connection to a key figure in
a corruption scandal during his tenure as mayor of
Seongnam.

In November, a lower court sentenced Lee to a one-
year in prison, which is suspended for two years (see
AIR No. 47, November/2024, 3); however, a conviction
could prevent him from running in the presidential
election this summer following the anticipated decision
of the Constitutional Court later this month to uphold
the National Assembly's impeachment vote against
President Yoon Suk Yeol. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Acting President Choi’s non-
appointment of justice declared
unconstitutional

(mm) The South Korean Constitutional Court has ruled
unanimously that acting President Choi Sang-mok


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

violated the National Assembly's constitutional rights
by rejecting the appointment of Ma Eun-Hyuk as the
ninth justice of the Court.

The ruling comes two months after Choi appointed two
out of three nominees selected by the National
Assembly, citing a lack of bipartisan support as his
reason for vetoing Ma's appointment, the third
nominee (see AR No. 1, January/2025, 1). Under the
decision, Choi will now be legally obligated to appoint
Ma, but the Court has no authority to enforce the
acting president to proceed with the appointment.
[The Korea Herald]

It's the latest legal turmoil in the fallout of suspend
President Yoon Suk-yeols December 3 martial law
decree, which led to his impeachment and criminal
case on charges of insurrection. The appointment of
justices to the Constitutional Court has been politically
charged as they will impact ongoing cases at the court,
particularly the determining Yoon's impeachment
verdict. While the court currently remains at 8/9
justices, a minimum of seven justices are required to
proceed with any ruling. [The Korea Times]

South Korea: National Assembly approves
special counsel investigation into 2022
election scandal

(kp) South Korea's National Assembly has approved a
special counsel bill to investigate allegations of election
interference involving impeached President Yoon Suk
Yeol and First Lady Kim Keon Hee. The bill also aims to
determine whether Yoon and Kim influenced
candidate nominations for the 2022 by-elections and
local elections, as well as last year's parliamentary
elections.

The opposition-led legislation, backed by the
Democratic Party (DP), passed in parliament with a
182-91 vote. Lawmakers from the ruling People Power
Party (PPP) largely opposed the measure, with only one
member, Kim Sang-wook, voting in favor. Kim, who
serves a district of Ulsan, also openly supported the
impeachment of Yoon, despite criticism from his peers,
citing concerns about populism and Nazism. [The
Korea Herald 1]

The bill focuses on the involvement of Myung Tae-
kyun, a political broker who manipulated polling data
to benefit Yoon's campaign during the 2022
presidential election. Myung is accused of receiving
KRW 76 million (approximately USD 54,400) from
former ruling party lawmaker Kim Young-sun in
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exchange for securing her nomination in the 2022
parliamentary by-elections. Investigators suspect
Myung's role extended beyond financial dealings, with
claims that he conducted opinion polls designed to
boost Yoon's chances against DP candidate Lee Jae-
myung.

The special counsel probe will examine potential
interference by the Supreme Prosecutors Office and
the presidential office’s senior secretary for civil affairs,
following opposition concerns that the ongoing
investigation by the Changwon District Prosecutors
Office is being delayed.

Under the legislation, the Supreme Court chief justice
will select candidates to serve as special counsel,
ensuring the probe’s independence. The investigation
is expected to focus on whether Yoon or his wife
engaged in unlawful actions related to the polling
process or nomination procedures.

While the bill has successfully passed parliament, it
faces a potential veto from acting President Choi Sang-
mok, who has already rejected similar legislation, citing
the need for bipartisan support. Choi has 15 days to
decide whether to approve or veto the bill, prolonging
uncertainty over whether the investigation will
proceed. The decision comes at a politically sensitive
time, as both the ruling and opposition parties prepare
for upcoming elections. [Yonhap News Agency][The
Korea Herald 2]

South Korea: Army Chief of Staff placed on
indictment leave over martial law role

(kp) South Korea's Army Chief of Staff, General Park An-
su, has been placed on indictment leave following his
alleged role as martial law commander on December
3, 2024. The South Korean defense ministry
announced on February 25 that Park, who has been
indicted and is currently in detention, will be removed
from active duty but will retain his military status
pending trial. The decision comes approximately 80
days after the short-lived martial law was enacted.

Due to the Military Personnel Management Act, which
requires that a panel consisting of officers of higher
rank must convene to relieve an officer of duty, Park
has not been officially dismissed from his post. The
only officer senior to Park is Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff General Kim Myung-soo, making the
process complex. Under military law, general officers
automatically retire if removed from duty, which would
transfer their trial from a military court to a civilian
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one. While on indictment leave, Park will receive half of
his salary and will not be assigned to any new position
until the case is resolved.

The Ministry of Defense previously placed four other
high-ranking military officials on indictment leave on
January 6 in connection with the martial law incident.
These include the former chief of the Defense
Counterintelligence Command Lieutenant General, Yeo
In-hyung; the former head of the Capital Defense
Command, Lieutenant General Lee Jin-woo; the former
commander of the Army Special Warfare Command,
Lieutenant General Kwak Jong-keun; and the former
chief of the Defense Intelligence Command, Major
General Moon Sang-ho. As legal proceedings continue,
military authorities are expected to determine
additional disciplinary measures if the officers are
found guilty. [News1][Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Spy chief, security head
accused of false testimony in martial law
probe

(dgl) The National Assembly's special committee
investigating President Yoon Suk Yeol's attempted
martial law has accused South Korea'’s spy chief and
the acting head of Yoon's security detail of providing
false testimony at a parliamentary hearing.

The committee, led by the opposition Democratic Party
(DP), named Cho Tae-yong, director of the National
Intelligence Service; Kim Sung-hoon, acting chief of the
Presidential Security Service; and Col. Kim Hyun-tae,
former commander of the Army’s 707th Special
Mission Group.

Cho faces potential charges for inconsistent testimony
compared to statements given during Yoon's
impeachment trial. He had denied that Yoon ordered
the arrest of politicians through his subordinate,
former NIS deputy director Hong Jang-won. Kim Sung-
hoon is accused of falsely denying attempts to destroy
evidence, including call records from Yoon's secure
phone.

The committee also accused President Yoon, former
Defense Minister Kim Yong-hyun, Lt. Gen. Yeo In-
hyung, retired Maj. Gen. Noh Sang-won, and three
others of ignoring requests to appear at the hearing.

Despite a boycott by the ruling People Power Party
(PPP), the accusations were approved. However, the
PPP agreed to adopt the final report of the committee’s
60-day investigation, which concluded on February 28
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after five hearings and testimony from 143 witnesses.
[The Korea Herald]

South Korea: Election Commission faces
growing scrutiny over hiring scandals and
audit controversy

(kp) South Korea's National Election Commission (NEC)
is facing increasing scrutiny following revelations of
widespread hiring corruption and a Constitutional
Court ruling that shields it from external audits. A
government investigation by the Board of Audit and
Inspection (BAI) found that every recruitment process
for career staff at the NEC over the past decade
involved irregularities, uncovering 878 cases of
corruption between 2013 and 2023. The findings have
intensified concerns over the NEC's accountability, with
political leaders divided over whether the institution
should remain exempt from external oversight.

According to the audit, senior NEC officials used their
influence to secure jobs for their children and relatives
with hiring panels composed entirely of insiders who
ensured preselected candidates succeeded.
Investigators found that recruitment advertisements
were often not posted, allowing NEC officials to
discreetly place family members into positions. In
multiple cases, officials manipulated interview scores
and destroyed documents to cover up their actions
once the audit began. Additionally, mid-level NEC staff
were found to have falsified work records, received
unauthorized leave, and even coerced employees into
making false statements during the investigation.
Despite internal complaints and public whistleblowing,
the NEC previously dismissed allegations of
misconduct, maintaining that its hiring processes were
fair. [The Chosun Daily 1]

While the BAI's findings exposed systemic corruption,
the Constitutional Court ruled that the NEC is not
subject to external audits, arguing that such
inspections would undermine the institution’s
independence. The decision has sparked criticism from
legal experts, who argue that the NEC is now effectively
insulated from accountability. In response, the ruling
People Power Party (PPP) has proposed legislation to
introduce a special inspector with auditing powers
over the NEC, while the opposition Democratic Party
(DP) has introduced a bill reinforcing the court’s
decision, formally excluding the NEC from BAI
oversight. [The Chosun Daily 2]

Critics argue that the ruling leaves corruption
unaddressed and raises concerns over the NEC's ability
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to regulate itself. With approximately 3,000 employees
across the country, the NEC remains one of South
Korea's largest independent bodies, yet it has
historically faced little external scrutiny. As the debate
over oversight continues, concerns persist over the
implications of corruption and how future misconduct
within the NEC will be prevented or investigated. [The
Korea Herald]

South Korea: No longer considered a "full
democracy”

(mm) South Korea has been fallen out of the
democracy category in the fallout of President Yoon
Suk-Yeol's short lived martial law decree. According to
the 2024 Democracy Index by Economist Intelligence
Unit (EIVU), South Korea ranked 329 in the world and
classified as a "flawed democracy", down 10 places
from 2023 when it was classified as a "full democracy".
[Economist Intelligence Unit]

According to EIU, the drop in score is attributed to
suspended President Yoon's martial law declaration
that has plunged the country into political crisis. In the
fallout, Yoon has been impeached by the National
Assembly and is currently facing a criminal trial
charged with insurrection, while awaiting the
Constitutional Court's ruling on his impeachment. [The
Korea Herald]

The Democracy Index is published annually by the
Economist Group to measure the quality of democracy
across the world. Despite a record year for elections
globally, EIU found democracy has declined on average
with only 45 percent of the world's population living in
a democracy. This year Norway ranked the most
democratic with a score of 9.81, while Afghanistan
ranked last with a score 0.26. [Economist Intelligence
Unit]

South Korea: Rise in birth rates for first
time in 9 years

(mm) The annual fertility rate in South Korea has
rebounded for the first time in nine years, improving
by 0.03 for 2024, a small but promising statistic for
South Korea, a country that has been suffering from a
demographic crisis.

In 2024 the average South Korean woman gave birth to
0.75 babies in her lifetime. The numbers of newborns
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last year increased by 3.6 percent from the previous
year, while new marriages rose by 14.9 percent.

This is a marked improvement from 2023 when South
Korea recorded the lowest birth rate in the world, with
a fertility rate of 0.72 babies per woman, significantly
below the replacement rate needed to sustain a stable
population. [The Korea Herald]

South Korean officials declared the rebound was
thanks to suspended President Yoon Suk-yeol's child-
rearing policies. In 2024 Yoon declared South Korea
was experiencing a demographic national emergency
(see AIR No. 26, June/2024, 4) and enacted several
policies to countermeasure the plummeting birthrate
that would focus on work/life balance, access to
childcare and housing schemes. Yoon also established
a Ministry of Population Strategy Planning to tackle the
countries ultralow birth rate. [Yonhap News Agency]

Analysts caution that the birthrate increase comes
from a very low base. It remains far below the 2.1
births per woman needed to stabilize the population
without large-scale immigration.

Since 2018, South Korea has been the only OECD
country with a fertility rate below 1.0—a threshold the
government aims to reach by 2030. However, efforts to
address key challenges discouraging larger families
have faced difficulties. Experts point to high living and
education costs, a competitive job market, and growing
resistance among women to traditional gender roles as
major factors behind the low birthrate. [The Guardian]

South Korea: New military
communication satellite project approved

(kp) South Korea's Defense Acquisition Program
Administration (DAPA) has received approval to
develop an advanced military satellite communication
system from 2026 to 2035, with an estimated budget
of KRW 3.29 trillion (USD 2.28 billion). The project aims
to replace aging satellite networks and enhance
national security by improving resilience against
electromagnetic attacks.

The new satellite system will strengthen the South
Korean military’s command and control capabilities,
ensuring secure and high-speed data transmission for
defense operations. As part of the development, a new
ground terminal with enhanced transmission speeds
will be introduced to facilitate more efficient
communication between military units. [Yonhap News
Agency]
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In a separate initiative, DAPA has partnered with
Hanwha Ocean and HD Hyundai Heavy Industries, rival
shipbuilding competitors, to strengthen South Korea'’s
presence in the global naval ship export market. On
February 25, the three entities signed a Memorandum
of Understanding (MOU) to establish a unified
collaboration for international naval ship projects.
Hanwha Ocean will oversee submarine exports in this
agreement, while HD Hyundai Heavy Industries will
take the lead in exporting surface vessels. Both
companies will collaborate by sharing resources and
technology to maximize efficiency and enhance South
Korea's competitive edge in naval defense exports.

The formation of this unified team follows the “wake-
up call” from South Korea's failure to secure a contract
in Australia’s SEA 3000 Future Frigate Program. Unlike
competitors from Japan and Germany, which
presented unified national bids, South Korean
shipbuilder companies engaged in separate bids which
ultimately led to their elimination from the program’s
shortlist. The new MOU aims to prevent such
challenges by fostering collaboration between the
government and industry leaders. The partnership is
expected to play a critical role in upcoming
international naval projects, including Poland's Orka
Program and Canada’s Patrol Submarine Project,
where a unified South Korean bid could significantly
improve competitiveness. [Naval News]

Established in 2006 under the Ministry of National
Defense, the DAPA is the government agency
responsible for overseeing defense procurement,
research, and development. It manages the acquisition
of military equipment, promotes domestic defense
industry development, and facilitates international
defense cooperation.

South Korea: KASA expands space
program with reusable rockets and lunar
lander development

(kp) South Korea has approved a series of strategic
initiatives aimed at strengthening its space program,
which include the development of “flagship” projects
like reusable launch vehicles, satellite advancements,
and lunar exploration.

The Korea Aerospace Administration (KASA) secured
approval from the National Space Council on February
25 for new policies that align with the nation’s long-
term goal of becoming one of the top five space
powers. The updated roadmap includes developing a
reusable next generation launch vehicle by 2035 and
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deploying a moon lander by 2032. The government
also plans to debut ultra-high-resolution satellites and
establish KASA's headquarters as a national hub for
aerospace innovation in Sacheon by 2030.

The nation’s launch vehicle program will shift toward
reusability, modifying the design of the KSLV-III rocket
to align with global trends in cost-effective spaceflight.
The government will begin the process of reviewing the
project's changes, which will require ministerial
approval and could result in new contractors taking
over development. Private firms, including Hanwha
Aerospace, Innospace, and Perigee, are expected to
play a role in advancing this technology, with KASA
supporting private-led research on reusable launch
vehicles. As South Korea aims to strengthen its
presence, many officials like the KASA Administrator,
Yoon Yongbin, and the Vice Chair to the National Space
Council, Professor Bang Hyochoong, have spoken out
to emphasize the importance of government agencies
and private companies collaborating to drive
innovation and global competitiveness in the space
economy. [Space News]

Furthermore, KASA also received approval regarding a
framework to develop advanced landing and
navigation systems for precise lunar surface
operations. These new systems will be based on the
insights gained through the Korea Pathfinder Lunar
Orbiter (KPLO), which has been conducting extended
lunar observations on the moon'’s surface. While the
lander is expected to support scientific research and
resource exploration, it is a key component of South
Korea's long-term space strategy with ambitions to
achieve a moon landing by 2032. The mission will
initially rely on an expendable version of the KSLV-III
rocket, but future iterations aim to incorporate
reusable launch technology to enhance cost-efficiency.

Beyond space transportation, however, South Korea is
advancing satellite development, with the Cheollian 5
geostationary satellite marking the country’s first
privately managed satellite project. The satellite,
expected to launch by 2031, will support extreme
weather monitoring and space observation. KASA also
aims to enhance low Earth orbit communications by
launching two satellites based on 6G technology by
2030, establishing a pilot network with new ground
stations and terminals. The government has
significantly increased its space budget, allocating KRW
806 billion (USD 562 million) for research and
development in 2025, a 43 percent increase from the
previous year. [Space Insider]

Currently, the National Space Council is the highest
decision-making body for South Korea's space policy
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and was established to oversee the country’s
aerospace initiatives and guide long-term development
strategies. The council convenes key government
officials, experts, and industry leaders to evaluate
national space programs and ensure alignment with
technological advancements and global trends.

In its first meeting on May 30, 2024, the council was
also responsible for launching KASA as the nation’s
dedicated space agency. KASA is responsible for
research and development while aiming to be at the
cutting-edge of innovation in space transportation,
satellite technology, and deep-space exploration.
[Office of the President Republic of Korea]

South Korea: New naval combat drone
unveiled

(dqgl) The South Korean Navy has revealed a conceptual
model of an expanded combat unmanned surface
vessel (USV) at the Drone Show Korea (DSK), a major
annual event in South Korea that showcases the latest
advancements in drone technology and unmanned
systems. The showcase marked the first such
presentation at a defense exhibition.

The expanded model integrates five weapon systems
and sensors currently in use by the Navy, alongside
future systems under consideration. The Batch-I
combat USV, with a smaller platform (about 100 tons),
will have less firepower compared to the expanded
model (approximately 200 tons). It will be armed with a
20mm RCWS and a 130mm guided rocket, and
equipped with EO/IR, EQTS, LiDAR, and a 360-degree
imaging camera. The Batch-Il model will differ by
incorporating a suicide drone swarm launch system.
The expanded model represents the South Korea
Navy's long-term vision for combat USVs, integrating
both Batch-1 and Batch-Il technologies.

Following the cancellation of its aircraft carrier
program, the Navy is accelerating its unmanned
capabilities. [Naval News]

Taiwan: DPP aims for Taitung's first
magistrate win with indigenous candidate

(ce) President Lai Ching-te has identified Taitung as a
key battleground in the 2026 local elections, aiming to
flip the county from opposition Kuomintang (KMT)
control to his ruling Democratic Progressive Party
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(DPP). During a recent DPP general meeting, sources
revealed that Lai urged local party representatives to
intensify their efforts in securing a victory for the DPP
in Taitung. A win here would be historic, as Taitung has
never had a DPP magistrate. In the past four elections,
former DPP candidate Liu Chao-hao consistently
placed second, most recently securing 36 percent of
the vote in 2022.

In preparation for the 2026 race, Lai appointed
Legislator Chuang Jui-sung to spearhead the DPP's
campaign in Taitung after Liu's resignation from the
party. A significant move in this campaign is the
candidacy of the DPP’s Indigenous Legislator, Chen
Ying, who will run for magistrate. This marks the first
time an indigenous candidate from the DPP will
contest the position, making it a symbolic and strategic
bid to resonate with Taitung's diverse ethnic
communities.

Both Chuang and the local DPP Committee have
expressed strong support for Chen’s candidacy, noting
her deep roots in the region. Chuang emphasized that
her indigeneity uniquely positions her to represent the
county’s many ethnic groups, and Chen’s candidacy is
seen as a potential rallying point for indigenous voters.
Additionally, her father, Chen Chien-nien, was a former
Taitung magistrate, adding a layer of local political
legacy to her campaign. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Opposition KMT push for nuclear
energy and low-carbon future

(ce) The main opposition party, the Kuomintang (KMT),
is actively advocating for a significant shift in Taiwan's
energy policy, prioritizing legislative measures to
extend the operational lifespan of existing nuclear
power plants and transition the overarching energy
strategy from a "nuclear-free" to a "low-carbon"
paradigm. KMT Chair Eric Chu has been a vocal critic of
the current administration's policy, arguing that it
hinders necessary energy development (see AR No. 7,
February/2025, 3).

The KMT's legislative agenda includes amendments to
the Nuclear Reactor Facilities Regulation Act, enabling
the extension of nuclear plant operations, and
revisions to the Climate Change Response Act, aiming
to redefine Taiwan's energy approach. Public opinion
polls commissioned by the KMT indicate strong
support for both extended nuclear lifespans (73.6
percent) and a low-carbon energy strategy (58
percent).
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This policy push comes as Japan and South Korea also
reconsider their nuclear phase-out plans. In Taiwan,
the scheduled decommissioning of the Maanshan
Nuclear Power Plant Unit 2 in May 2025 presents a key
point of contention. While Premier Cho Jung-tai has
ruled out extending the life of this plant, he expressed
openness to exploring new nuclear power generation
options.

The Ministry of Economic Affairs has signaled a
willingness to collaborate with the KMT but also
emphasized the crucial role of integrating thermal
power plants into a comprehensive energy strategy to
effectively achieve Taiwan's net-zero emissions targets.
[Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Fiscal plans clash with political
protests

(ce) Premier Cho Jung-tai presented his administrative
address to the legislature on February 25, focusing on
the government's plans for new infrastructure projects
and fiscal priorities for 2025. The KMT, along with the
Taiwan People’s Party (TPP), had voted to cut NTD
207.5 billion (USD 6.3 billion) from the government's
proposed NTD 3.13 trillion (USD 95 billion) budget for
the upcoming fiscal year. In response, Cho criticized
the opposition for slashing the budget, defending the
need for increased funding to support essential
projects (see AiR No. 3, January/2025, 3).

Cho emphasized that the growing economy requires
expanded government services, particularly in
addressing five key national challenges: population
decline, crime prevention, workforce growth, energy
transition, and price stability. He called on the
legislature to prioritize unity in tackling these issues
and stressed the importance of cooperation between
the administrative and legislative branches. In his
address, Cho also outlined plans to enhance social
services expansion, promoting green energy, investing
in national defense and expanding healthcare
initiatives. [Taipei Times]

The speech was briefly interrupted when KMT
lawmakers surrounded the podium, displaying
placards and vocalizing slogans that accused the ruling
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) of being out of
touch with public concerns. After several minutes of
disruption, KMT lawmakers eventually withdrew from
the chamber, enabling DPP lawmakers to advocate for
a more constructive and rational dialogue moving
forward. [Focus Taiwan]
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Taiwan: Tax surplus sparks debate

(ce) Taiwan's recurring annual tax surpluses have
ignited a debate over fiscal policy, with experts
questioning the government's financial planning. A
recent opposition Taiwan's People Party (TPP) hearing
highlighted concerns about these surpluses,
advocating for either direct rebates to citizens or
prioritizing national debt reduction.

The main opposition party, the Kuomintang (KMT)
caucus, backing a NTD 10,000 (USD 303) rebate, sees
the surplus as a chance to return funds to the public.
However, experts at the hearing argued that the
surpluses reveal flaws in budget projections. National
Chengchi University's Professor Chen Kuo-liang, among
others, suggested that all surplus revenue should be
used to pay down the national debt, addressing
concerns of potential misuse.

Other experts also pointed to Taiwan's rising tax
incidence rate, arguing that taxpayers should benefit
directly unless the surplus is used for debt repayment.
National Sun Yat-sen University's Professor Jang Chyi-lu
proposed a balanced approach, suggesting funds be
allocated to healthcare, debt reduction, and targeted
rebates for vulnerable groups.

The Ministry of Finance acknowledged the criticism,
noting that a commissioned report aimed to improve
tax administration. However, delays in implementing
recommendations might have contributed to the
surplus. TPP Chair Huang Kuo-chang has criticized the
ruling Democratic People's Party's (DPP) shifting stance
on rebates, contrasting the previous administration's
pandemic relief with the current one's opposition.
[Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Presidential Office launches
energy saving plan

(ce) The Presidential Office has initiated a series of
austerity measures in response to significant budget
cuts passed by the opposition-led Legislative Yuan,
Taiwan's parliament, effective on 3 March. The cuts,
which include a 10 percent reduction in utility
expenses and a 70 percent freeze on operational
funds, have necessitated a comprehensive review of
spending. [Presidential Office, Taiwan]

The office will implement immediate energy-saving
protocols, including reduced daytime hallway lighting
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and minimized nighttime outdoor lighting. Previous
electricity reduction efforts have already yielded
savings of approximately NTD 6.12 million (USD
186,000), officials noted.

Further measures include stricter air conditioning
regulations, with fan-only operation in winter and
higher temperature settings in summer. Water
conservation efforts will focus on adjusting faucet flow,
installing water-saving devices, and limiting irrigation.
Additionally, the office will streamline subscriptions to
newspapers and magazines and reduce the
consumption of office supplies across all ministries.
[Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Push for secure and diverse
satellite communications

(ce) Taiwan is taking proactive steps to diversify its
satellite telecommunications infrastructure to ensure
greater resilience against potential threats, Minister of
Digital Affairs Huang Yen-nun announced. While the
island currently depends on OneWeb for emergency
communications, Taiwan is preparing to expand its
options, with services from Canadian companies and
Amazon'’s Project Kuiper expected to be available
within two to three years. [Asia Financial]

The Taiwan Space Agency is also developing domestic
satellite systems as part of its strategy to build a robust
telecommunications network. This approach aims to
mitigate the risks of relying on a single provider,
especially in a volatile geopolitical environment.

While currently utilizing OneWeb for emergency
communications, Taiwan anticipates alternatives from
Canadian companies and Amazon's Project Kuiper
becoming operational within two to three years. The
Taiwan Space Agency is also developing domestic
satellite systems. This strategy aims to ensure a
resilient telecom infrastructure, avoiding dependence
on providers potentially influenced by geopolitical
factors.

Addressing recent undersea cable disruptions, Huang
pointed out the unusual frequency of these incidents,
including the recent Taiwan-Penghu No. 3 cable
damage, that led to the detention of a suspect vessel.
To mitigate Taiwan's vulnerability as an island nation
reliant on undersea cables, the ministry is enhancing
repair capabilities, laying additional cables, and
improving cable protection through deeper burial and
hardened landing points. [Radio Free Asia]
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However, budget cuts by the opposition-led legislature
have significantly hampered the ministry's plan to
build 773 emergency satellite ground stations, limiting
operational capacity to 195. In addition, concerns over
cybersecurity prompted the government to ban public
employees from using the Chinese Al app DeepSeek,
after internal testing identified potential risks. The
government clarified that, while the ban is in place for
public workers, there are no plans to restrict the
general public's use of the app without approval from
the legislature (see AiR No. 5, February/2025,1). [Taipei
Times]

Taiwan: Military budget increase, invasion
simulations and Ukraine lessons

(ce) Taiwan is undertaking a multi-pronged approach
to bolster its national defense. The island is increasing
military spending, conducting war game simulations of
a potential Chinese invasion, and actively studying the
strategic lessons learned from Ukraine's resistance.

Defense Minister Wellington Koo announced that
President William Lai Ching-te is working with the
ministry to significantly increase military spending,
moving beyond the current 2.45 percent of GDP. This
decision reflects the urgent need to address China's
growing military pressure and territorial claims. "We
will enhance cooperation with the US and allied
nations," Koo stated, emphasizing the importance of
international partnerships in maintaining regional
stability. [Business Standard]

The war game simulations, organized by leading
research institutions, are designed to test Taiwan's
response to various invasion scenarios, including those
disguised as military exercises. These exercises are
crucial in refining Taiwan's defense strategies and
ensuring readiness.

Experts conducting the simulations are closely
examining Ukraine's experience, particularly in the
areas of asymmetric warfare and civilian resilience.
While acknowledging the differences in geography and
strategic context, they emphasize the importance of
learning from Ukraine's successful mobilization and
defense efforts.

The increased defense spending is driven by China's
heightened military activity in the region, the need for
advanced weaponry, improved service personnel
retention, and the potential extension of mandatory
national service to two years, a move advocated by
experts to bolster Taiwan's defense capabilities. US
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President Donald Trump's previous call for Taiwan to
increase its defense spending to 10 percent of GDP
underscores the urgency of this effort. [Taipei Times 1]
[Taipei Times 2]

Taiwan: Ship monitoring tightened over
cable damage

(ce) Following recent damage to crucial submarine
cables in the Taiwan Strait, Taiwan's government has
announced increased surveillance of 52 vessels
operating under flags of convenience. Ocean Affairs
Council (OAC) Minister Kuan Bi-ling highlighted that
these ships, which often take shelter near Taiwan
during adverse weather conditions, pose a significant
risk to undersea infrastructure. [Ocean Affairs Council]

To strengthen protection, the Maritime Port Bureau
has implemented a smart navigation safety system
that triggers alerts when vessels linger near submarine
cables. In addition, Chunghwa Telecom, the cable
operator, has deployed civilian patrol vessels to
monitor these areas. A blacklist of 52 high-risk ships,
including the Chinese-funded, Togolese-flagged Hong
Tai, which was seized on February 25, will be closely
monitored.

The “Hong Tai" is suspected of damaging the Taiwan-
Penghu No. 3 cable on February 25, following the
earlier "complete disconnection" of the Taiwan-Matsu
No. 2 cable on February 16. Both incidents are now
under national security-level investigation.

In addition to enhanced monitoring efforts, the
government plans to enforce stricter penalties for
those responsible for damaging submarine cables,
aiming to deter future incidents. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: National and immigration laws to
be amended to boost national security

(ce) In a move reflecting growing security concerns
amid rising cross-strait tensions, Taiwan is overhauling
its nationality and immigration laws to counter
potential Chinese influence. Spearheading this
legislative push is the Democratic Progressive Party
(DPP) with proposed amendments targeting dual
nationality among public officials and residency rules
for Hong Kong and Macau residents.

Amendments to the Nationality Act would require
public servants found to hold dual nationality to
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reimburse the government for salaries and benefits.
This aims to ensure undivided loyalty and prevent past
oversights, as with the 2008 case of a legislator with
undisclosed US citizenship. Simultaneously,
amendments to the Public Officials Election and Recall
Act would bar individuals with Hong Kong, Macau, or
Chinese citizenship from running for office, unless they
prove attempts to renounce it. [Taipei Times]

The government is also revising immigration laws for
Hong Kong and Macau residents. Citing Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) influence concerns, proposed
changes include extending the residency period for
permanent status to four years and eliminating a
citizenship pathway. Enhanced security screening for
applicants with CCP ties is also planned. These changes
respond to the shifting political landscape in Hong
Kong, particularly since the 2020 National Security Law,
which has raised concerns about potential CCP
influence extending to Taiwan. To balance security with
residency needs, Taiwan will align Hong Kong and
Macau residency rules with those for other foreign
nationals, while maintaining greater leniency for
mainland Chinese, and preserving the 'long-term
residence' option. [The Tribune]

Officials emphasize these measures are essential to
safeguard Taiwan's security and sovereignty and the
government plans to consult with Hong Konger groups
before finalizing immigration law amendments. The
opposition party has not yet given a unified response,
though some members have voiced concerns over the
potential impact on those who have fled Hong Kong
seeking refuge.

Constitutional Law and

-Politics, Human Rights

and National Security in
South Asia


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-nh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-nk/

Bangladesh: Student protesters form new
party

(i/i/m) Bangladesh's political landscape has been
significantly altered with the formation of the Jatiya
Nagorik Party (JNP) (National Citizen Party), a new
political entity led by Nahid Islam, a prominent leader
from the student group that led the protests ousting
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina. The party is set to
introduce a "new political culture" aimed at tackling
long-standing issues such as political nepotism,
corruption, and systemic inequality. Despite internal
disputes and factionalism surrounding its formation,
JNP's vision centers on democratic reforms and
establishing a more inclusive political system [see AIR
No. 8, February/2025, 4]. [Dhaka Tribune 1] [Reuters]
[Deutsche Welle] [Associated Press]

At the core of JNP's platform is a call for a new
constitution, which the party argues is crucial for
creating a more representative and accountable
political system. The party's manifesto emphasizes
decentralization, transparency, and accountability in
governance. JNP aims to dismantle the dominance of
political nepotism and create a governance model free
from external influence, particularly from India and
Pakistan. The party asserts that Bangladesh must
pursue its own independent path, safeguarding its
sovereignty and national interest. [The Daily Star]
[Dhaka Tribune 2]

In addition to political reform, JNP's manifesto stresses
the importance of protecting religious values while
ensuring social harmony. Nahid Islam, the party leader,
has assured that nothing against religious values will
be allowed in the country, aiming to strike a balance
between conservative sentiments and fundamental
rights. The party also emphasizes the need for a fair
electoral system and effective rule of law to prevent
political and economic exploitation. [Dhaka Tribune 3]
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JNP's formation is seen as a promising alternative to
Bangladesh’s traditional political duopoly, dominated
by Sheikh Hasina’'s Awami League and Khaleda Zia's
BNP. However, the party faces skepticism regarding its
ability to challenge entrenched political forces and
secure broad-based support for its ambitious reforms.
Additionally, JNP's stance on the future of the Awami
League and its call for a potential ban on the party has
sparked uncertainty regarding its relationship with
other political factions, particularly the BNP. [Dhaka
Tribune 4]

As JNP prepares for the upcoming elections, expected
by the end of 2025, its capacity to turn rhetoric into
action and gain significant traction in mainstream
politics will be closely watched. The emergence of this
youth-led political force has ignited hope for reform,
but its ability to overcome political divisions and
implement its vision remains to be seen. [Financial
Times]

Bangladesh: Quota for mass uprising
victims' families in secondary school
admissions

(Im) The interim government has expanded the
secondary school admission quota for the children of
freedom fighters—those who fought in the 1971
Bangladesh Liberation War—and martyred freedom
fighters, who lost their lives in the war, to also include
the family members of those injured or killed in the so-
called July uprising - last year's mass uprising that
resulted in the ouster of then-Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina.

The Ministry of Education issued a notification on
February 20, instructing secondary schools to
implement the change. Previously, 5 percent of seats
in government secondary schools were reserved for
the children of freedom fighters and martyred
freedom fighters.

Applicants under this quota must submit certified
documents or gazettes, and authorities are required to
verify freedom fighter certificates before finalizing
admissions. If no eligible candidates are available, the
seats must be filled from the merit list. [The Daily Star]

The July 2024 uprising in Bangladesh emerged as a
mass protest movement primarily against the
reinstatement of a 30 percent quota in public sector
jobs for descendants of freedom fighters. Protesters
argued that this quota was unfair and outdated, calling
for its complete abolition. In response to the protests,
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the Supreme Court reduced the quota for freedom
fighters' descendants from 30 percent to 5 percent.
The government's recent decision to include family
members of those injured or killed in the July uprising
within the existing quota for freedom fighters' children
suggests an expansion of the quota system to
accommodate this new group, rather than its complete
elimination.

Bangladesh: Supreme Court to hear
review petitions on caretaker government
system on May 8

(Im) The Supreme Court of Bangladesh has scheduled
a hearing for May 8 on four review petitions
challenging its 2011 verdict that abolished the non-
party caretaker government system. A three-member
bench, led by Justice Md Ashfaqul Islam, set the date
after Attorney General Md Asaduzzaman requested
the scheduling.

The petitions were filed by the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP), Jamaat-e-Islami, and five citizens, along
with a petitioner identified as a freedom fighter—a
term used for those who fought in the 1971
Bangladesh Liberation War against Pakistan. The
petitioners seek to overturn the 2011 ruling that
declared the caretaker government system
unconstitutional. Previously, on February 11, the court
deferred the hearing for two weeks. [The Daily Star]

The caretaker government system, which was
introduced in 1996, was designed to oversee general
elections to ensure fairness. However, in 2011, the
Supreme Court struck down the system, leading to
widespread political debate, particularly from
opposition parties like the BNP, which has long
demanded its reinstatement to ensure neutral
elections.

Bangladesh: Supreme Court upholds
Khaleda Zia's acquittal in Zia Charitable
Trust corruption case

(Im) The Supreme Court of Bangladesh has upheld the
High Court's verdict acquitting Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP) Chairperson Khaleda Zia in the Zia
Charitable Trust corruption case. A three-member
Appellate Division bench dismissed the leave-to-appeal
petitions filed by the state and the Anti-Corruption
Commission (ACC) challenging the acquittal.
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With this ruling, Khaleda Zia stands acquitted in both
the Zia Orphanage Trust and Zia Charitable Trust
cases, where she had previously been convicted and
sentenced. The ACC had filed the case in 2011,
accusing Khaleda Zia and three others of abusing
power to raise funds for the trust from undisclosed
sources. A Dhaka court sentenced her to seven years
in prison in 2018. However, in November 2024, the
High Court overturned this verdict, prompting the state
and ACC to challenge the ruling before the Supreme
Court.

The final dismissal of these petitions marks the end of
Khaleda Zia's legal battles related to these corruption

cases. However, she remains on bail in other pending
cases. [The Daily Star 1] [The Daily Star 2]

Khaleda Zia, a former prime minister, is the widow of
former President Ziaur Rahman, the founder of the
BNP. She has been a key political rival of ex-Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina, who was ousted in the wake of
a mass uprising in August last year, for decades. Their
political rivalry has shaped Bangladesh’s politics, with
both leaders alternating in power since the 1990s.

Bangladesh: Supreme Court clears
recruitment of 6,531 primary school
teachers, ending dispute

(Im) The Supreme Court of Bangladesh has stayed a
High Court verdict that scrapped the appointment of
6,531 assistant teachers in government primary
schools, allowing the government to proceed with their
recruitment. The Appellate Division’s ruling permits the
state to appeal against the High Court's decision, which
had annulled the appointments due to the previous 84
percent quota system being declared unconstitutional
last year. [The Daily Star 1]

The High Court's February 6 verdict had halted the
recruitment process following a writ petition filed by 31
candidates, arguing that the appointments violated the
revised quota system, which now reserves only 7
percent of jobs for quotas while 93 percent are merit-
based. This decision triggered protests from the
affected candidates, who had been demonstrating for
22 days, demanding their appointments.

Following the Supreme Court's ruling, hundreds of
candidates gathered outside the National Museum in
Shahbagh to celebrate. Many expressed relief that
their months-long struggle had been resolved in their
favor. While the ruling removes legal obstacles, the
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final appointment decision now rests with the Ministry
of Primary and Mass Education. [The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: Anti-Corruption Commission
intensifies investigations

(Im) The Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) has
significantly escalated its activities following the
removal of former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina and
the Awami League government on August 5 last year.
The commission's upcoming annual report, set to be
submitted to the president, reveals that of the 15,842
complaints filed in 2024, 8,623—more than half—were
lodged after the change in power.

Among these, 1,361 complaints were approved for
investigation, while 1,894 were taken up for further
probing. The ACC received complaints through various
channels, including direct submissions, media reports,
and government referrals. However, 6,767 cases were
deemed outside the commission’s jurisdiction or
lacked sufficient evidence.

The commission’s actions contrast with previous years,
as only 845 complaints were investigated in 2023 out
of 15,437 received, reflecting a low 5.47 percent
investigation rate. Similarly, in 2022, only 901 cases
were investigated from 19,338 complaints. [The Daily
Star 1]

As part of its expanded efforts, the ACC recently raided
the cantonment residence of former Directorate
General of Forces Intelligence (DGFI) chief Lieutenant
General Saiful Alam on February 28, seizing BDT 24.25
million (USD 202,500) in cash. This raid is linked to an
ongoing investigation into alleged corruption and
irregularities.

Saiful, who was forcibly retired in September 2024
under military regulations for misconduct and
inefficiency, had earlier been targeted by an
International Crimes Tribunal arrest warrant issued on
January 6 for alleged involvement in enforced
disappearances. During his tenure as DGFI chief from
February 2020 to July 2021, victims of enforced
disappearances were reportedly held in the Joint
Interrogation Cell inside the agency’s compound.

Following the fall of the Awami League government,
Saiful was transferred to the foreign ministry on
August 6, but his bank accounts—along with those of
his wife and children—were frozen by the Bangladesh
Financial Intelligence Unit in September. His wife has
since appealed for the return of the seized money,
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claiming it was liquidated savings meant for their
family's welfare. [The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: BNP leader Mirza Fakhrul
hospitalized, condition stable

(Im) Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) Secretary
General Mirza Fakhrul Islam Alamgir was admitted to
United Hospital on March 3 after experiencing health
issues for the past two days. His condition reportedly
worsened following his visit to the Suhrawardy Udyan
book fair last week, where exposure to dust may have
contributed to his illness. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Yunus calls for documenting
atrocities committed by Awami League
government

(Im) Bangladesh's interim leader, Chief Adviser
Muhammad Yunus, has emphasized the importance of
documenting the atrocities committed under the
government of ousted Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina,
stating that it is essential for uncovering the truth and
ensuring justice. During a meeting with United Nations
Resident Coordinator Gwyn Lewis and Senior Human
Rights Adviser Huma Khan, Yunus stressed that
without proper documentation, justice would be
difficult to achieve.

Lewis assured the UN's technical support for the effort,
describing it as part of the process of healing and
truth-seeking. Yunus also praised the UN's fact-finding
report on human rights violations during the July-
August 2024 protests, calling it timely and valuable.

Lewis further informed Yunus that UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights Volker Turk will brief
member states on the report's findings during the 55th
session of the Human Rights Council on March 5.

Additionally, she highlighted concerns about dwindling
aid for Rohingya refugees, stating that USD 15 million
per month is needed to sustain food supplies. The
upcoming visit of UN Secretary-General Anténio
Guterres to Bangladesh from March 13-16 is expected
to bring renewed global attention to the Rohingya
crisis. [The Daily Star]
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Bangladesh: Little hope for survival of
those missing due to enforced
disappearances

(Im) The Commission of Inquiry on Enforced
Disappearances in Bangladesh has stated that there is
little hope for the survival of individuals who are still
missing due to enforced disappearances. According to
the commission’s records, 330 cases of enforced
disappearances involve individuals who have not been
returned.

Justice Moinul Islam Chowdhury, the commission's
chairperson, made these remarks during a press
conference held in the capital. He also revealed that
the commission is reviewing records from India to
check if any of the missing individuals are incarcerated
in Indian prisons or elsewhere. A list of 1,067
Bangladeshis imprisoned in India over the past two to
two-and-a-half years is being examined for any links to
enforced disappearances. An initial investigation into a
list of 140 individuals who were pushed into
Bangladesh from India since the fall of the Awami
League on August 5, 2024, did not show any victims of
enforced disappearance.

The commission has received 1,752 complaints
regarding enforced disappearances, of which 1,000
have been investigated. It has found that the highest
levels of government were involved in committing
these crimes. When asked about former prime
minister's defense adviser Tareque Siddiqui's
involvement, the chairperson confirmed evidence
linking him to ordering enforced disappearances.

The commission has also conducted interviews with 45
members of law enforcement and intelligence
agencies. The destruction of evidence at the Joint
Interrogation Cell, hosted by the Directorate General of
Forces Intelligence (DGFI) post-August 5, 2024, is still
under investigation. The commission has yet to
execute arrest warrants for 12 individuals, including
former heads of the DGFI, but has stated that if arrests
cannot be made, the trial will proceed in absentia. [The
Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Civil service officers protest
alleged discrimination

(Im) Officials from 25 different cadres of the
Bangladesh Civil Service (BCS) staged protests against
perceived discrimination, particularly regarding
suspensions issued by the administration cadre.
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Organized by the Inter-Cadre Discrimination
Elimination Council, the demonstration took place in
front of government offices across various districts and
divisions, with participants wearing black badges.

Protesters argued that 12 officials from their cadres
had been unfairly suspended for minor offenses, such
as social media posts, while administration cadre
officials faced no similar consequences. The council
claimed this reflected systemic bias within the civil
service. While emergency services remained
unaffected, the protesters warned of escalating actions
if their demands, including the withdrawal of
suspensions, are not met within a week. [The Daily
Star]

Bangladesh: Interim government seeks
investment in renewables and carbon
market

(Im) A delegation of renewable energy and
development experts, led by former Norwegian
minister Erik Solheim, met with Muhammad Yunus,
chief adviser to Bangladesh'’s interim government, in
Dhaka to discuss investment opportunities in solar
energy, the carbon market, and agroforestry.

Yunus emphasized Bangladesh’s commitment to
attracting major foreign investments in renewables,
noting ongoing discussions to import hydroelectricity
from Nepal and Bhutan through a regional power grid.
Solheim pointed out that while Bangladesh lacks large
open spaces for extensive solar farms, small-scale
solar plants could be a viable alternative.

Chinese investors have already shown interest in
relocating solar panel manufacturing to Bangladesh,
and experts highlighted the country’'s potential to
generate significant revenue through carbon trading,
similar to Sri Lanka.

The meeting also touched on the Rohingya crisis and
recent developments in Myanmar’s Rakhine state,
where a rebel group now controls much of the
territory. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Exports rise 2.77 percent in
February

(Im) Exports rose by 2.77 percent in February, totaling
USD 3.97 billion, up from USD 3.87 billion in the same
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month last year. The increase was driven by higher
shipments of agricultural and manufactured products,
particularly ready-made garments (RMG).

During the July-February period of FY25, exports
increased by 10.53 percent year-on-year, reaching USD
32.94 billion. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Most shrimp factories shut as
exports halve in seven years

(Im) Bangladesh's shrimp processing industry is in
severe decline, with many factories closing as exports
have halved over the past seven years. The industry,
once a major contributor to export earnings and rural
employment, is now facing a combination of
challenges, including raw material shortages,
environmental changes, financial mismanagement,
and failure to adapt to shifting market conditions.

Out of 109 registered shrimp processing factories, only
30 in Khulna and 18 in Chattogram remain operational.
These factories, with an annual production capacity of
around 400,000 tons, are now receiving only 7 percent
of their required shrimp input. This shortage has
forced many factories to shut down, leaving around 6
million people whose livelihoods depend on the
industry facing uncertainty.

A potential solution is the cultivation of vannamei
shrimp, a more cost-effective and high-yield variety,
but Bangladesh has yet to approve its commercial
cultivation due to concerns over its environmental
impact. While countries like India, China, and Vietnam
have embraced vannamei farming, Bangladesh
remains hesitant, despite pressure from farmers and
processors. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Interim leader doubles down
on crime denial despite evidence

(Im) Bangladesh's interim leader, Chief Adviser
Muhammad Yunus, has reiterated that crime rates in
Bangladesh have not increased, dismissing reports
suggesting a worsening security situation. Yunus, in a
recent interview with BBC Bangla, questioned the basis
for concerns about rising crime, insisting that "crime
rates have not increased at all" and that police forces
were now regaining control. [The Daily Star 1]

Despite Yunus' denial, the scale of law enforcement
actions suggests otherwise. Since February 8,
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Operation Devil Hunt has led to over 12,500 arrests
nationwide, including 1,471 arrests in the past six days
in Dhaka alone. The Dhaka Metropolitan Police (DMP)
has ramped up security with 575 patrol teams, 65
checkpoints, and coordinated operations with the
army and Border Guard Bangladesh (BGB) to combat
violent crimes such as muggings, robbery, sexual
assaults, and organized violence. [Prothom Alo, in
Bengal] [The Daily Star 2]

In an apparent effort to soften public perception, the
government has decided to drop the name "Operation
Devil Hunt", following objections from Yunus. Sources
at the Ministry of Home Affairs confirmed that while
the name will be changed, the crackdown itself will
continue, including joint security patrols, targeted
arrests, and increased surveillance in crime-prone
areas. [The Daily Star 3]

The government's stance has fueled skepticism,
particularly in light of Yunus' continued insistence that
crime is not rising despite his own Home Affairs
Adviser acknowledging law enforcement failures.
Protesters have accused the administration of
downplaying the crisis, with demonstrations
demanding Chowdhury's resignation over the
government's failure to ensure public safety. [AIR No.
8, February/2025, 4]

Part of the problem, analysts say, stems from the
collapse of law enforcement institutions following the
fall of Sheikh Hasina's government. Many police
officers and intelligence officials were loyal to the
previous administration, and the abrupt transition left
security forces politically fragmented and disorganized.
This power vacuum has allowed criminal networks to
thrive, while the government’s primary focus remains
on economic stabilization and electoral reforms rather
than urgent security measures. [The Business
Standard]

As concern over crime escalates, the Democratic Rights
Committee, a platform formed after the August 5
uprising, has condemned the government's failure to
address rising violence, including rape, extrajudicial
killings, and public death threats against writers and
activists. The committee criticized the military’s
expanded magisterial powers, which it argues have led
to harassment and abuse rather than improved
security. [The Daily Star 4]

Bhutan: National debt reaches USD 3.51
billion, equivalent to 97.1 percent of GDP
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(Im) Bhutan's national debt climbed to BTN 292.74
billion (USD 3.51 billion) by December 2024, reaching
97.1 percent of the country’s estimated GDP, according
to the finance ministry’'s quarterly public debt report.
This marks an increase of BTN 2.49 billion (USD 29.88
million) since September 2024 and BTN 12.81 billion
(USD 153.72 million) year-on-year.

External debt dominates Bhutan's liabilities, standing
at BTN 269.14 billion (USD 3.23 billion), while domestic
debt remains at BTN 23.6 billion (USD 283.2 million).
The rise in debt is mainly attributed to government
borrowing, including hydropower projects and
budgetary support from lenders like the World Bank
and Asian Development Bank.

Hydropower-related debt from six major projects—
Mangdechhu, Puna-l, Puna-Il, Nikachhu, Dagachhu,
and Basochhu—dropped by BTN 979.44 million (USD
11.75 million) to BTN 167.95 billion (USD 2.01 billion),
comprising 62.4 percent of total external debt.
Meanwhile, non-hydro debt increased by 1.5 percent
to BTN 101.19 billion (USD 1.21 billion), representing
37.6 percent of Bhutan's external liabilities.

Debt denominated in Indian rupees (INR) makes up
65.5 percent of Bhutan's external debt, totaling BTN
176.21 billion (USD 2.11 billion), with 87 percent of it
linked to hydropower loans. Convertible currency debt,
primarily in USD, amounts to BTN 92.94 billion (USD
1.12 billion).

Despite high public debt levels, the finance ministry
considers the overall risk manageable, with external
debt distress classified as moderate. Debt servicing for
fiscal year 2024-25 is estimated at 22.3 percent of
domestic revenue, well within the 35 percent threshold
set by the Public Debt Management Policy 2023. The
central government's debt-to-GDP ratio is at 35
percent, far below the 55 percent ceiling set by policy.
[Kuensel]

Bhutan: Judiciary records lowest pending
case backlog in recent years

(Im) Bhutan's judiciary reported a record low number
of pending court cases in 2024, with only 1,183
unresolved cases, marking a significant decline from
previous years. The backlog has steadily decreased
from 2,873 cases in 2020 to 1,621 in 2023. Of the
pending cases, 161 have remained unresolved for over
a year, down from 179 the previous year.
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The highest concentration of pending cases is in
Dzongkhag Courts, with 711 cases, followed by
Dungkhag Courts (375), the Supreme Court (58), and
the High Court (39). Dzongkhag Courts, which operate
at the district level, handle most civil and criminal
cases, while Dungkhag Courts, the lower courts at the
sub-district level, deal with local disputes and minor
offenses.

Despite the remaining backlog, Bhutan's judiciary
processed 9,839 cases in 2024, achieving an
enforcement rate of 92.66 percent in the High Court,
89.79 percent in Dzongkhag Courts, 81.95 percentin
Dungkhag Courts, and 76.54 percent in the Supreme
Court. Additionally, 2,224 cases were resolved through
mediation, reducing the strain on the court system.

The overall appeal rate remained low, with 4.52
percent in Dungkhag Courts and 6.01 percent in
Dzongkhag Courts, reflecting strong public trustin
judicial decisions. However, officials note that an
extremely low appeal rate could indicate limited
awareness of appeal rights or challenges in accessing
higher courts. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Strategic roadmap aims to
transform civil service by 2035

(Im) The Royal Civil Service Commission (RCSC) of
Bhutan has unveiled its Strategic Roadmap 2025-2035,
inspired by King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck’s
vision, to transform the civil service into an
“Enlightened Entrepreneurial Bureaucracy” (E?B) by
2035. The roadmap aims to create a more efficient,
innovative, and results-driven civil service, ensuring
that public administration aligns with Bhutan’s national
development goals.

A central component of this transformation is the
development of “10X leaders"—civil servants who will
drive systemic change, challenge bureaucratic
inefficiencies, and foster strategic thinking. The plan
emphasizes equipping civil servants with business
acumen to optimize outcomes, proactively identify
gaps, and implement effective solutions.

To streamline governance, the roadmap calls for
eliminating outdated regulations, reducing
bureaucratic hurdles, and fostering inter-agency
collaboration. It promotes a citizen-centric model to
enhance transparency, efficiency, and responsiveness,
in line with Bhutan's Gross National Happiness (GNH)
philosophy.
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The roadmap is guided by the MERITT framework—
Meritocracy, Enterprising spirit, Results orientation,
Integrity, Trust, and Transformation—aiming to ensure
professionalism, ethical standards, accountability, and
continuous progress within the civil service.

Key targets include shifting the civil servant-to-citizen
ratio from 1:27 to 1:29 by 2030, achieving global
recognition as a competitive civil service by 2027, and
ensuring full completion of the 13th Five-Year Plan’s
key performance indicators by 2030. Additionally, the
RCSC seeks to recruit the top 15 percent of university
graduates and improve bureaucratic efficiency
annually.

To support implementation, the RCSC has launched a
communication and change management strategy to
engage civil servants, government agencies, external
partners, and the public. The commission stresses that
close collaboration with stakeholders will be crucial in
achieving the E?B vision and ensuring Bhutan's civil
service remains a driver of national progress. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Community for Skilled Workers
initiative aims to empower local
tradespeople

(Im) Bhutan's Community for Skilled Workers (C4SW)
aims to reduce reliance on expatriate labor by
providing certified local electricians and plumbers with
jobs at fair rates. Launched by the Department of
Labour, the initiative ensures quality service with a six-
month guarantee while supporting Technical and
Vocational Education and Training (TVET) graduates.

With 216 registered members, C4SW has completed 14
projects, employing 261 workers across 133 sites and
generating over BTN 55 million (USD 660,000) in
earnings. However, financial constraints limit its
growth, prompting calls for government support to
sustain and expand the program into other trades.
[Kuensel]

Bhutan: New maternal and child health
program launched with financial support
for vulnerable mothers

(Im) The Ministry of Health (MoH) launched the
Accelerating Maternal and Child Health Programme
(AMCHP) on February 21, aiming to improve maternal
and child health outcomes across Bhutan. The initiative
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focuses on the first 1,000 days of a child's life, ensuring
better access to healthcare, nutrition, and financial
support for expectant mothers.

A key feature of AMCHP is the introduction of
conditional cash transfers for economically vulnerable
women, encouraging regular antenatal and postnatal
check-ups. Pregnant women who attend medical visits
will receive BTN 1,500 per visit, potentially amounting
to BTN 49,000 (USD 588) by the time their child turns
two. This incentive-based approach aims to reduce
maternal and child mortality rates, particularly in rural
and remote areas.

Additionally, the program promotes financial
empowerment by encouraging women to open and
manage savings accounts, reinforcing economic
independence alongside healthcare access.

The initiative is funded by a USD 2.8 million grant from
the Japan Social Development Fund, with the World
Bank facilitating the mobilization of funds. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Finance ministry urges faster
capital budget spending amid low
utilization

(Im) The Ministry of Finance has urged government
agencies to accelerate capital project implementation,
citing slow budget utilization in the 2024-25 fiscal year.
As of December 31, only 18 percent of the BTN 38.96
billion (USD 467.52 million) capital budget had been
spent, with externally funded projects lagging behind
at just 13 percent.

Finance Minister Lekey Dorji issued a directive on
February 19 to ministers, constitutional bodies,
judiciary officials, and local administrators, warning
that delays in project execution increase government
costs, financing burdens, and administrative
inefficiencies. The ministry attributed the slow
spending to weak budget planning, ineffective
monitoring, and poor contractor oversight.

The capital budget supports infrastructure projects
such as roads, bridges, and public buildings, which are
crucial for economic growth and job creation. The
finance ministry urged agencies to prioritize projects
with committed external funding and emphasized the
need for fiscal responsibility and budget discipline to
ensure sustainable economic growth. [Kuensel]
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Bhutan: Economic growth projected to
nearly double in 2025

(Im) Bhutan's economy is projected to grow by 8.93
percent in 2025, nearly doubling from the 4.97 percent
growth estimate for 2024, according to the Finance
Ministry’'s December 2024 update. This growth is
largely attributed to the commissioning of the Puna-I|
hydropower project and the expected launch of the
Khorlochhu and Dorjilung hydropower projects, which
are estimated to cost BTN 57 billion (USD 684 million)
and BTN 111 billion (USD 1.33 billion), respectively.

Despite optimism, the forecast was slightly revised
down from 9.27 percent due to slower mining and
public administration growth, though higher electricity
output helped offset the decline. The industry sector is
set for 19.48 percent growth, while agriculture remains
sluggish at 1.49 percent due to low productivity and
limited large-scale farming.

The services sector, led by tourism, is expected to grow
4.34 percent. Bhutan recorded 144,973 tourist arrivals
in 2024, meeting 96.5 percent of its 150,000 target,
with the government aiming for 250,000 visitors in
2025. An airfare subsidy program has been introduced
to support recovery.

Bhutan’s medium-term growth is projected at 6.3
percent, slightly below India’s 6.7 percent. However,
the USD 100 billion Gelephu Mindfulness City project
could reshape the economy by improving regional
connectivity and sustainability. The Finance Ministry
cautioned that global oil price fluctuations could
impact growth, with rising energy costs slowing
expansion and lower prices boosting investment.
[Kuensel]

Bhutan: Government eases
environmental bond requirements to
boost mining sector

(Im) The Bhutanese government has revised its
Environmental Restoration Bond (ERB) policy to
improve market liquidity and business efficiency in the
mining and quarrying sector, aiming to increase its
GDP contribution from BTN 4.63 billion (USD 55.56
million) in 2023 to BTN 9.09 billion (USD 109.08 million)
by 2029, with an annual growth target of 11.9 percent.

As of February 25, companies can now submit ERB as
bank guarantees or other financial instruments instead
of cash deposits, making it easier for businesses to
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comply. The Ministry of Energy and Natural Resources
will oversee its implementation. ERB payments are
determined based on mine size and mineral
production, with rates varying per hectare.

Bhutan currently has 55 active mines employing 1,393
people, contributing around 10 percent to GDP. The
government plans to review the Mines and Minerals
Management Act (1995) in 2025-26 to streamline
regulations. Bhutan has significant mineral reserves,
including dolomite, gypsum, limestone, and coal, with
the top five minerals valued at USD 4.35 billion.
[Kuensel]

Bhutan: Abundant water resources, yet
persistent shortages due to
mismanagement

Bhutan, despite being one of the world’s richest
freshwater reserves, faces severe water shortages in
many regions. The country has an estimated 80 billion
cubic meters of available water, and its per capita
water availability of 90,000 to 100,000 cubic meters is
among the highest globally. Yet, many Bhutanese
communities continue to experience chronic water
scarcity. Experts argue that Bhutan's water crisis is not
about availability but mismanagement. The National
Integrated Water Resource Management Plan,
introduced in 2016, remains largely unimplemented
despite being backed by the Water Act of 2011 and the
Water Regulation of 2014.

Poor planning and infrastructure contribute
significantly to the problem, as many water projects
are approved without proper feasibility studies,
leading to unsustainable supply systems. Water
distribution remains uneven due to altitude and
difficult terrain, preventing effective access, while
unauthorized diversions further disrupt supply. Urban
centers like Thimphu struggle with rising demand and
inadequate storage, creating frequent shortages.
Although Bhutan has strong water management
policies, their poor implementation continues to
hinder long-term solutions. Officials emphasize that
Bhutan should improve its surface water utilization
before resorting to groundwater extraction, as
mismanagement remains the core issue.

Bhutan's water supply could last another 100 to 200
years, but climate change and inefficient management
threaten sustainability. Already, 69 water sources have
dried up, and 1,586 others, accounting for 25 percent
of the country’s total, are at risk. This situation affects
both urban and rural communities alike. Officials
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stress the need for significant investments in water
infrastructure, improved watershed management, and
proper enforcement of water regulations. Without
these reforms, Bhutan risks continued water shortages
despite its vast reserves. [Kuensel]

India: TMC accuses Election Commission
of voter fraud in West Bengal, demands
cleanup

(Im) The Trinamool Congress (TMC), a regional political
party based in West Bengal, has accused the Election
Commission (EC) of enabling voter fraud, alleging that
non-residents are being brought in from other states
to vote using identical Electors Photo Identity Card
(EPIC) numbers. The party, which is led by West Bengal
Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, has labeled the issue
an “Epic Scam” and is demanding an immediate
cleanup of the voter list before the upcoming elections.

TMC leaders claim that the EC admitted an error but
failed to fully accept responsibility, raising concerns
that genuine voters may be disenfranchised while
others vote on their behalf. The party issued a 24-hour
ultimatum to the EC to formally acknowledge the
alleged discrepancies, warning that it would release
further evidence if no action is taken.

The dispute comes ahead of elections scheduled for
March, April, and May, with TMC insisting that urgent
electoral roll corrections are necessary to ensure a free
and fair voting process in the state. [The Hindu]

India: Debate over delimitation intensifies
as Tamil Nadu raises concerns

(Im) India’s Home Minister Amit Shah has reassured
southern states that no parliamentary seats will be
reduced under the upcoming delimitation exercise,
countering concerns raised by Tamil Nadu Chief
Minister M.K. Stalin. Shah emphasized that the Modi
government will ensure a fair share of increased seats
for southern states and accused Stalin of spreading
false claims to divert public attention.

The delimitation process, set for 2026, has sparked
fears in Tamil Nadu and other southern states that
representation in Parliament could be reduced due to
their slower population growth compared to northern
states. Stalin, who leads the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (DMK), warned that Tamil Nadu could lose
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up to eight of its 39 Lok Sabha seats, calling the
process a “sword hanging over South India".

Shah dismissed these concerns, insisting that
representation will remain intact on a pro-rata basis
and that Prime Minister Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) is committed to protecting the interests of the
South. He also criticized the DMK government,
accusing it of corruption, poor governance, and
deteriorating law and order. Positioning the 2026 Tamil
Nadu Assembly elections as a crucial turning point, he
urged BJP workers to unseat the DMK-led government
and eliminate what he described as separatist and
anti-national forces. [The Indian Express]

India: CAG reports tabled in New Delhi,
uncovering lack of transparency of former
AAP-led government

(rt) The Comptroller and Auditor General of India (CAG)
has, in recent years submitted 14 audit reports to the
Lieutenant-Governor (LG) of Delhi pertaining to the
performance of the previous Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)-
led government in Delhi. However, the former AAP-led
government had not tabled them in parliamentary
meetings, triggering backlash from the now-ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). Some of these reports
includes performance audits on several issues such as
State Finances audit reports, prevention and mitigation
of air pollution, and functioning of the Delhi Transport
Corporation. Now with the new government underway,
the BJP has finally tabled the CAG reports.

This comes after the implementation of the Excise
Policy by the AAP meant to reform Delhi’s retail liquor,
in which the party lost INR 20,020 million (USD 230
million). The policy was withdrawn after nine months
following registration of a case by the Central Bureau
of Investigation (CBI) in July 2022 to probe alleged
irregularities in its formulation and implementation.
The policy also had inherent design issues which
increased the risk of monopolisation and cartel
information.

While AAP firmly supported the discontinued Excised
Policy, the BJP asserted that the report demonstrated
AAP's deception and defrauding of Delhi residents. The
delay in tabling these reports revealed AAP's lack of
transparency, accountability, and abuse of power.
These reports date all the way back to March 2020.

Earlier in December 2024, Delhi LG V K Saxena had
called out former Chief Minister Atishi Marlena for
failing to present CAG reports before Parliament. Chief
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Minister Rekha Gupta also accused former AAP of
“misusing” people’s “hard-earned money” and said they
every penny would have to be accounted for. [The
Indian Express] [The Economic Times] [The Times of
India]

India: Defamation cases against
opposition leader Rahul Gandhi deferred

(Im) Two defamation cases against Leader of
Opposition in Parliament's lower house, the Lok Sabha,
and Indian National Congress (INC) MP Rahul Gandhi
have been postponed, with one hearing scheduled for
March 6 and another for March 19, as legal battles
surrounding his remarks on Home Minister Amit Shah
and Hindutva ideologue Vinayak Damodar Savarkar
continue.

In Sultanpur, Uttar Pradesh, a special MP/MLA court
deferred the hearing in a 2018 defamation case related
to Gandhi's alleged objectionable remarks about Amit
Shah during the Karnataka Assembly elections. Filed by
a local Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) leader, the case has
seen multiple delays, with Gandhi maintaining that it is
politically motivated. Gandhi, who was granted bail in
February 2024, recorded his statement in July 2024
after several postponements. [The Hindu]

Meanwhile, in Pune, a separate defamation case
concerns Gandhi's March 2023 speech in London, in
which he allegedly made defamatory statements about
Savarkar’s role in India’s freedom struggle. Satyaki
Savarkar, a descendant of Vinayak Savarkar, filed the
case, objecting to Gandhi's attempt to change the trial
type from a summary trial to a summons trial—a move
he argues is a delay tactic. Gandhi's legal team argues
that historical context is essential, but Savarkar's
lawyers insist that the trial should not be derailed by
irrelevant arguments. [Bar and Bench] [INDIA TODAY]

Vinayak Damodar Savarkar was a prominent Hindutva
ideologue and nationalist leader who advocated Hindu
unity and was a key figure in India's independence
movement. He was imprisoned by the British in the
Andaman Cellular Jail, where he famously wrote mercy
petitions. His role in the freedom struggle remains
controversial, as critics highlight that Mohandas
Karamchand Gandhi (Mahatma Gandhi) distanced
himself from Savarkar's ideology and questioned his
commitment to non-violent resistance.

Gandhi currently faces 18 legal cases across India,
including 14 defamation cases, underscoring the
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political and legal pressures surrounding his
statements.

India: Border fencing plan in Northeast
sparks opposition from Indigenous
communities

(wyn) The Indian government's plan to construct a
border fence along the India-Myanmar boundary has
raised concerns among Indigenous communities,
particularly in villages like Longwa in Nagaland, where
the border runs through homes and daily life.
Historically, the Konyak Naga tribe and other
Indigenous groups have moved freely across the
border under the Free Movement Regime (FMR), which
was revoked in 2024 for security and demographic
concerns.

Many residents of Longwa see themselves as
belonging to both India and Myanmar, often holding
documents from both countries and voting in both
elections. The planned border fence could divide
families, disrupt access to education and healthcare,
and sever economic ties between border communities.
Of the 990 structures in Longwa, 170—including a
school, church, and army camp—sit directly on the
boundary and could be affected by fencing.

Local opposition to the project has been strong, with
the Nagaland government passing a resolution against
it and Longwa residents staging protests. Critics argue
that restricting movement violates Indigenous rights
under international law, and many believe a fence will
do little to improve security while deepening the
alienation of border communities. [Associated Press]

India: Supreme Court rules visually
impaired candidates cannot be barred
from judicial services

(Im) The Supreme Court of India has ruled that visually
impaired individuals cannot be denied employment in
judicial services, emphasizing that affirmative action is
required to ensure an inclusive framework for persons
with disabilities.

The verdict set aside provisions of the Madhya Pradesh
Services Examination (Recruitment and Conditions of
Services) Rules 1994, which had previously barred
visually impaired and low vision candidates from
entering the judicial service. The court ruled that no
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candidate can be excluded solely on account of their
disability and that procedural barriers or cutoffs
resulting in indirect discrimination must be removed to
uphold substantive equality.

The ruling follows multiple petitions, including a suo
motu (on its own) case, challenging the non-grant of
quotas for visually impaired candidates in judicial
services across several states. The court affirmed that
persons with disabilities (PwD) who participated in the
selection process must be considered for judicial
service appointments, provided they meet all other
eligibility requirements.

The judgment reinforces equitable access to judicial
employment and aligns with previous Supreme Court
directives to ensure opportunities for persons with
benchmark disabilities (PwBD) in the legal profession.
[The Hindu]

India: Government asserts commitment
to safeguarding fishermen amid arrests
by Sri Lanka

The Indian government has reiterated its commitment
to protecting Indian fishermen, particularly those
detained by Sri Lanka, with efforts focused on early
release and repatriation.

The External Affairs Ministry emphasized that the
safety and welfare of Indian fishermen remain a top
priority, and that the issue is being raised with Sri
Lankan authorities at all levels. India has also urged Sri
Lanka to convene the next round of fishermen-level
talks, following discussions held in October 2024 under
the 6th Joint Working Group meeting on fisheries.

Since 2024, a total of 535 Indian fishermen arrested by
foreign nations have been released and repatriated
through diplomatic efforts. The latest assurance comes
amid continued tensions over mid-sea arrests by the
Sri Lankan Navy, particularly affecting fishermen from
Tamil Nadu. [The Hindu]

India: Human trafficking considered crime
against humanity, says High Court

(wyn) The Nagpur bench of the Bombay High Court
recently rejected the bail plea of an accused in a child
trafficking case, highlighting that human trafficking is a
severe violation of fundamental human rights and a
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crime against humanity. The case involved the
abduction and sale of an eight-month-old child to a
childless couple for INR 250,000 (USD 3,250). The court
emphasized that the victim's right not to be trafficked
must be prioritized when deciding bail. Despite
arguments about delays in the trial, the court ruled
that the accused's involvement in the trafficking
operation was evident, reinforcing its commitment to
protecting victims' rights and ensuring a swift trial in
such cases. [The Times of India]

India: Indian Navy successfully tests naval
anti-ship missiles

(rt) The Indian Navy has successfully fired its first-of-its-
kind aerial anti-ship missile off the coast of Odisha, in a
test that demonstrated the missile's capability against
ship targets. The missile uses an indigenous imaging
infra-red seeker, allowing pilots to change the target
mid-launch. This marks a significant milestone in
India’s defence capabilities, as the missiles could be
integrated into the Navy's new helicopters acquired
from the US Navy. The aerial anti-ship missiles also
prove as an enhancement from India’s anti-ship cruise
missiles that were jointly developed by Russia.
[Hindustan Times] [India Today] [Deccan Herald]

India: BJP heavyweight stresses on a
‘double speed’ approach to develop,
secure Delhi

(wyn/lm) On March 1, Home Minister Amit Shah
chaired a high-level meeting to address Delhi's law and
order situation, focusing on security enhancements,
crime reduction, and improving public services. Shah
outlined a "double-speed" approach to develop and
secure Delhi, with key measures aimed at tackling
illegal immigration, dismantling interstate gangs,
improving traffic management, and enhancing
women's safety.

A major part of the plan is cracking down on organized
crime, transforming Tihar and Mandoli jails into model
prisons, and addressing seasonal flooding in the
capital. Shah also emphasized the need to combat
networks facilitating the stay of illegal immigrants,
particularly from Bangladesh and Myanmar, asserting
that this issue was linked to national security. In
addition, he urged a comprehensive approach to
eliminate narcotics networks and called for strict
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action against underperforming police stations and
sub-divisions.

To improve public outreach, Shah directed the
formation of new security committees in J) clusters
(areas where urban slums are situated) to enhance the
safety of women and children. He also recommended
public hearing camps at the DCP level to address
grievances and called for timely action to alleviate
traffic jams and waterlogging issues in the city.
Additionally, Shah ordered the recruitment of more
police officers and appointed special prosecutors to
expedite the disposal of cases related to the 2020
Delhi riots. [The Times of India]

This renewed push for security and development in
Delhi comes against the backdrop of the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) returning to power after 26 years. On
February 20, Rekha Gupta was sworn in as the new
Chief Minister of Delhi after the BJP secured a decisive
victory in the Delhi Assembly elections, winning 48 out
of 70 seats. Gupta, a first-time MLA from Shalimar
Bagh, took office as the fourth woman to hold this
position in Delhi. [AIR No. 8, February/2025, 4]

Maldives: Judicial suspensions paralyze
Supreme Court, deepen political and
constitutional crisis

(pn/Im/sl) The Maldives is currently grappling with a
deepening judicial and political crisis as the
government seeks to reshape the Supreme Court
amidst accusations of interference and
unconstitutional actions.

The situation escalated following the passage of a
controversial amendment to the Judicature Act by
Parliament, which reduces the number of Supreme
Court judges from seven to five. This amendment
came just as the Supreme Court was set to hear a
pivotal case challenging a constitutional change that
would strip MPs of their seats if they defect or are
expelled from their party. The petition before the
Supreme Court sought to prevent state agencies from
interfering with judicial independence and to halt any
actions against MPs under the newly amended
constitutional provision. [the edition 1] [Sun Online 1]

Shortly after the passage of the amendment, the
Judicial Service Commission (JSC) suspended three
Supreme Court judges—Husnu Su'ood, Mahaz Al
Zahir, and Dr. Azmiralda Zahir—citing an investigation
by the Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC). This
suspension left the Supreme Court without a quorum,
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halting proceedings on the important anti-defection
case. The JSC has since initiated disciplinary
investigations into the judges, including allegations of
misconduct dating back to 2022. [the edition 2] [the
edition 3]

Amidst this turmoil, Judge Husnu Su'ood resigned on
March 4, citing government intimidation and pressure
on the judiciary, especially regarding the handling of
the defection case. In his resignation letter, Su'ood
criticized Parliament for passing the bill to reduce the
number of judges following the court's decision to hear
the petition, accusing the government of attempting to
control the judiciary. [the edition 4]

The timing of the suspensions has raised widespread
concerns over government interference in judicial
matters. Legal experts and opposition figures have
condemned the suspensions as a deliberate attempt to
undermine judicial independence. Many have accused
the JSC of manufacturing cases to remove judges seen
as obstacles to the government’s political agenda. The
Bar Council of Maldives has declared the judicial
amendment unconstitutional and urged President Dr.
Mohamed Muizzu not to ratify the bill. Former
President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih warned that such
political pressure on the judiciary risks eroding the
separation of powers and pushing the country toward
dictatorship. [the edition 5] [the edition 6] [the edition
7] [the edition 8]

While the ACC has denied any political influence in its
investigations, the agency has not provided specific
details about the allegations against the suspended
judges. The ACC claims that its investigations are
conducted impartially, without interference or
favoritism. [the edition 9]

Ali Hussain, a former Kendhoo MP who filed the
petition before the Supreme Court, has condemned
the suspensions, alleging that the cases against the
judges were "manufactured" to serve political
interests. He argues that the timing of the suspensions
suggests a deliberate effort to silence judicial
opposition. [Sun Online 2]

Amid these developments, former MP lbrahim Ismail
(Ibra), who chaired the committee that drafted the
current Constitution, has filed a petition in the High
Court. He argues that the removal of three judges has
effectively paralyzed the Supreme Court, limiting its
ability to perform its constitutional role. Ismail
contends that political disputes should be resolved
within the political arena, rather than by dismantling
the judiciary. [the edition 10]
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Notably, the passage of the bill has also sparked
internal dissent within the ruling PNC. Hithadhoo
Central MP Ahmed Azaan abstained from voting on the
bill, calling it unconstitutional and arguing that judicial
removals should follow due process. This decision led
to backlash from the PNC's Central Hithadhoo
Constituency Steering Committee, which accused him
of violating party discipline. Azaan was subsequently
removed from the Public Accounts Committee and the
Committee on Security Services.

Other MPs, including Huraa MP Anara Naeem, voiced
concerns about the amendment but ultimately voted
in favor of it. Meanwhile, PNC parliamentary leader
Ibrahim Falah warned of disciplinary action against
MPs who defied the party whip. [the edition 11] [the
edition 12] [the edition 13] [the edition 14]

Maldives: Animal welfare bill forwarded
to parliament

(Im) A new bill on animal welfare has been introduced
to the Maldives Parliament. The bill outlines heavy
penalties for violations aimed at promoting sustainable
and safe animal husbandry and trade. It includes
provisions related to animal health, disease
prevention, and regulations on the import, export, and
sale of animals and animal products. The Ministry of
Animal Welfare is named as the key agency
responsible for enforcing the law.

Key penalties include fines ranging from MVR 5,000
(USD 325) to MVR 50,000 (USD 3,250) for injuring an
animal or releasing it in public places. lllegal imports or
exports of animals and violations related to breeding
and housing could result in higher fines, ranging from
MVR 10,000 (USD 650) to MVR 100,000 (USD 6,500).
The bill also sets a MVR 10,000 (USD 650) fine for
actions that could spread animal-borne diseases.

The Ministry of Animal Welfare will now assume the
responsibility of approving permits for importing
dangerous animals, a task previously handled by the
Defence Ministry. This bill is a revised version of an
earlier proposal from the 19th parliamentary session,
with increased penalties. [the edition]

Maldives: Two protesters arrested for
assaulting police officers during Zakiyya’s
death protest
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(sl) The Maldives Parliament’'s Committee on National
Security Services (241 Committee) has launched an
investigation into the death of Zakiyya Moosa,
following public outcry over alleged police mishandling
of the case. Opposition MP Mohamed Ibrahim of the
Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP) raised concerns,
accusing authorities of failing to conduct a proper
investigation and withholding key information. [the
edition 1]

Zakiyya's body was discovered in her home on Noonu
Atoll Holhudhoo on September 10, 2024, with visible
injuries. However, in a December 3 press conference,
Chief Inspector of Police Mohamed Saamih stated that
a doctor had determined Zakiyya's cause of death to
be neck injuries but found no evidence of foul play.
Authorities have not named any suspects, leading to
growing frustration among Holhudhoo residents, many
of whom believe Zakiyya's husband is responsible for
her death.

Tensions escalated when police announced on January
24 that they had sought assistance from the United
States Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) for expert
analysis of the case. Additionally, a senior investigative
team from the Maldives Police Service visited
Holhudhoo to reassess the investigation. However,
police have maintained that Zakiyya's death was likely
a suicide and have not arrested any suspects.
[Raajje.mv]

Amid rising discontent, a large protest erupted in
Holhudhoo, with some residents attempting to storm
the police station before the demonstration officially
began. The protest continued late into the night,
demanding justice for Zakiyya. Two individuals were
arrested for assaulting a police officer and damaging
the local police station during the unrest. [the edition
2]

In response to public outrage, Minister of Homeland
Security and Technology Ali Ihusan and Police
Commissioner Ali Shujau visited Holhudhoo to meet
with residents. Minister Ihusan admitted that the
police had made a critical error by proceeding with
Zakiyya's burial without conducting an autopsy, further
fueling public skepticism over the handling of the case.
[the edition 3]

Maldives: Over 400 individuals remain in
indefinite remand, 57 unable to transfer
due to space constraints
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(Im) The Prosecutor General's Office has reported that
417 individuals charged with major crimes remain on
indefinite remand in custody, with 57 unable to
transfer to remand jail due to space limitations.
According to last year's annual report, 21 of these
individuals are held in custody at centers across the
atolls, and 10 have been detained for over 200 days
without transfer.

Most individuals on remand until the end of trial are
housed in Maafushi Prison, which currently holds 285
such detainees. Additionally, 70 are in Hulhumalé
Prison, three minors are in the Juvenile Detention
Centre, and two individuals are under house arrest.
The report highlights that four individuals have been in
remand for six years, eight for over five years, and 22
for over four years. A total of 39 individuals have been
in custody for more than three years, 69 for over two
years, and 83 for over a year.

The PG Office stated that remand reviews have been
conducted for those held beyond 30 days, with
leniencies granted where possible. Conditional
releases were provided for individuals charged with
minor offenses, those who do not pose a threat to
society, and those whose detention period matches
potential sentences if convicted. However, no leniency
has been extended to those accused of severe crimes,
including sexual abuse of minors, possession of
dangerous weapons, murder, and drug trafficking.

Despite these measures, an audit report has criticized
the PG Office for failing to conduct remand reviews
adequately, citing non-compliance with established
regulations. [the edition]

Maldives: Dr Vitaliy Lyubimov removed as
MIFCO CEO

(Im) Dr. Vitaliy Lyubimov has been removed from his
position as Managing Director and CEO of the Maldives
Industrial Fisheries Company Limited (MIFCO). No
further details regarding the removal were provided.

Dr. Lyubimov, a Swiss citizen, was appointed CEO in
December 2024, marking the first time a foreigner held
the role. His tenure was marked by promises to
prevent political influence within MIFCO and to
strengthen its management.

Alongside Dr. Lyubimov's removal, former MIFCO
chairperson Ahmed Shareef was also replaced and
appointed to the Board of Directors of the Maldives
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Fisheries and Ocean Resources Marketing and
Promotion Corporation (MFOMPC).

These leadership changes come after the resignation
of MIFCO'’s Chief Financial Officer, llyas Haneef, in
January. Dr. Lyubimov's appointment had followed the
removal of Ahmed Samah Rasheed, who was
suspended following complaints to the Privatization
and Corporatization Board. [the edition]

Maldives: Finance Ministry reissues
tender for NSPA office after lease
controversy

(Im) The Ministry of Finance has issued a third call for
bids to lease a building for the National Social
Protection Agency (NSPA) for five years. The previous
lease, valued at MVR 34.8 million (USD 2.26 million),
was canceled following public criticism over the
selection process.

NSPA initially planned to rent three floors in a building
owned by former Minister Ahmed Thasmeen Ali's
family, which also housed Maldives Media House. The
contract was scrapped after it was revealed that
Maldives Media House was the only bidder. [the
edition]

Maldives: Government approves 1,820
applicants under Gedhoruveriya housing
scheme

(sl/lm) The Maldivian government has approved 1,820
applicants for the first 4,000 apartments under the
Gedhoruveriya housing scheme, following a thorough
review process. The review utilized a point-based
system, and further reviews are ongoing for
approximately 15,000 remaining applications.
Additional approvals will be announced once the
review concludes, after the one-month complaint
period for the eligibility list ends. As of March 4, nearly
700 complaints have been filed, mostly concerning
eligibility for the three-bedroom and two-bedroom
flats. [the edition 1] [the edition 2]

The Gedhoruveriya housing initiative, launched by
former President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih, is managed
by the Fahi Dhiriulhun Corporation (FDC) and aims to
address the housing shortage in Malé. The project
includes 32 high-rise buildings, with 1,200 two-
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bedroom and 2,800 three-bedroom apartments.
[Maldives Financial Review]

The approval follows an investigation by the Anti-
Corruption Commission (ACC), which revealed that 60
percent of the applicants listed in the previous
administration's final list did not meet the eligibility
criteria. The updated list saw only 1,820 applicants
deemed qualified. The housing scheme is currently
undergoing a re-evaluation process, and further
approvals will be made accordingly. [the edition 3]

Additionally, the government announced a significant
increase in rental fees for the apartments due to
financial constraints. [SunOnline]

In a related development, Minister of Higher Education
Dr. Ali Haidar has announced his decision to relinquish
the three-bedroom apartment allocated to him under
the scheme, following public criticism. His eligibility
was questioned due to his previous residence in
Australia, which allegedly did not meet the scheme's
primary requirement of 15 years of continuous
residence in Malé. Despite this, the Ministry of
Construction confirmed that Dr. Haidar was part of the
original list of eligible applicants. [the edition 4]

Maldives: Transport and Environment
Ministries collaborate to introduce
electric taxis

(Im) The Ministry of Transport and Civil Aviation, in
partnership with the Ministry of Tourism and
Environment, has signed an agreement to procure
electric taxis under the Integrated Sustainable and Low
Emissions Transport Project, funded by the Global
Environment Facility (GEF). Transport Minister
Mohamed Ameen and Environment Minister Thoriq
Ibrahim signed the agreement as part of the
government's broader efforts to promote sustainable
urban transport and reduce environmental pollution.

The initiative aims to cut emissions, ease road
congestion, and provide eco-friendly transport options
for residents in Malé City. Financial assistance will be
provided to support the introduction of electric taxis
and the development of charging stations, with the
Transport Ministry emphasizing that the shift to
electric vehicles will help lower air pollution and noise
levels.

As part of this plan, the government has also
partnered with the Maldives Transport and Contracting
Company (MTCC) to launch a state-run taxi service. The
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rollout will occur in three phases: the first phase, set
for this year, will cover Malé, Hulhumalé, and Velana
International Airport. The second phase, running from
2025 to 2027, will expand to Villimalé and Thilafushi,
while the third phase, from 2028 to 2029, will
introduce services to Rasmale’, Giraavaru, Addu City,
Fuvahmulah City, and Kulhudhuffushi.

This initiative represents a significant step towards
sustainable transportation in the Maldives, with the
government aiming to establish a cleaner, more
efficient urban transport system that benefits both
residents and the environment. [the edition]

Maldives: Ministry of Finance seeks
technical advisors for Addu Bridge project

(sl) The Ministry of Finance has announced a call for
technical advisors to undertake surveys, design, and
prepare tender documents with technical
specifications for the Addu Bridge project, which aims
to connect Hithadhoo to Hulhumeedhoo. [the edition
11

This initiative aligns with the government's broader
commitment to enhancing infrastructure in the
Maldives, following previous projects such as the
China-Maldives Friendship Bridge and the ongoing
Thila-Male’ Bridge. The government intends to
commence the project in April, with a six-month
consultancy period. [Corporate Maldives]

During a visit to Addu City in August 2023, President
Dr. Mohamed Muizzu reaffirmed his commitment to
fulfilling the promise made by former President
Abdulla Yameen Abdul Gayoom to build a bridge
connecting Hithadhoo and Hulhumeedhoo, a pledge
initially made during the 2018 presidential elections. In
line with this commitment, the contract for the
Maldives bridge project was awarded in February 2024
to The Arab Contractors - Osman Ahmed Osman & Co.

of Egypt.

Acting on behalf of the government, Dr. Abdulla
Muththalib, Minister of Construction and
Infrastructure, signed the initial design and survey
agreement in cooperation with The Arab Contractors,
represented by engineer Heba Abu AlEla. Despite The
Arab Contractors' initial offer to conduct the work free
of charge, the 2024 budget allocated MVR 30 million
for the Hithadhoo-Hulhumeedhoo bridge survey. [the
edition 2]
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By March 2024, The Arab Contractors had completed
the preliminary surveys for the bridge. [the edition 1]

Maldives: Malé and several atolls affected
by flood catastrophe

(db) Torrential rainfall between March 1 and March 2
caused significant flooding in Malé, resulting in
residential areas being contaminated with wastewater.
131 homes were evacuated, and residents sought
refuge in shelters set up by the National Disaster
Management Authority (NDMA). Other islands,
including Guraidhoo, Himmafushi, Huraa, Maafushi,
Maamigili, and Thulusdhoo, also experienced heavy
rain and flooding.

The Maldives Meteorological Service issued yellow
warnings for severe weather, predicting continued
rainfall and thunderstorms. The Maldives National
Defence Force deployed efforts to remove over 16,911
tons of water from Malé, with 85 homes receiving aid,
and 976 sandbags used to prevent further damage.
[Avas] [The edition 1]

Malé’s City Council deployed two high-capacity water
extraction pumps, which process 11,356 liters per
minute, significantly improving water removal efforts.
These pumps were used at key locations around the
city, including near the Indira Gandhi Memorial
Hospital and Maafannu ship hub. By March 1 evening,
over 1,000 tons of water had been redirected into the
ocean. [The edition 2]

Nepal: Coalition faces hurdles as Madhesh
party blocks ordinances over land policy

(Im) The KP Sharma Oli-led government faces a major
setback in securing parliamentary approval for six
ordinances, as the Janata Samajbadi Party-Nepal (JSP-
Nepal), led by Upendra Yadav, has vowed to withhold
support unless the controversial land ordinance is
withdrawn. The government’s inability to muster a
majority in the National Assembly has stalled
legislative progress, prompting it to explore strategic
amendments to the Political Parties Act-2017 to
pressure smaller parties into compliance.

The JSP-Nepal has taken a firm stance against the land
ordinance, arguing that it serves the interests of land
mafias and real estate developers rather than landless
communities. During the party’s central committee
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meeting, Yadav accused the government of bypassing
parliamentary scrutiny and warned that the ordinance
would worsen environmental issues while further
marginalizing disadvantaged groups in the Terai and
Madhesh regions.

The party’s opposition is deeply tied to its longstanding
advocacy for land rights, particularly for Madhesi
communities, squatters, and landless farmers. JSP-
Nepal has consistently pushed for land reform policies
that secure tenancy and ownership rights for those
who have cultivated land for generations. Yadav has
warned that unless the land ordinance is revoked, his
party will vote against all five remaining ordinances,
further complicating the government's legislative
agenda. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

The government had planned to table the ordinances
on March 5, covering good governance promotion,
economic and business environment improvement,
financial responsibility, privatization, investment
promotion, and cooperatives. Despite holding a
majority in the House of Representatives, the Nepali
Congress- Communist Party of Nepal (CPN) (Unified
Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-UML) alliance lacks the
numbers in the National Assembly, where JSP-Nepal
and the Loktantrik Samajbadi Party (LSP) hold key
votes.

The LSP, although part of the ruling Cabinet, has also
expressed concerns over the land ordinance, further
weakening the coalition’s position. With the 60-day
constitutional deadline to replace ordinances with bills
approaching, the government has intensified efforts to
convince the Madhesh-based parties to support the
measures. [The Kathmandu Post 2] [The Kathmandu
Post 3]

In a bid to neutralize opposition from smaller parties,
the ruling alliance is considering amending the Political
Parties Act-2017, making it easier for dissident factions
to break away. This move is seen as an attempt to
pressure fringe parties, particularly CPN (Unified
Socialist), whose lawmakers could play a decisive role
in ordinance approvals.

Critics argue that this strategy undermines democratic
principles and is meant to weaken smaller parties
rather than address legislative gridlock. Some
opposition figures warn that splitting parties for
political gain could destabilize Nepal's already
fragmented political landscape. [The Kathmandu Post
4]
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Nepal: Constitutional Council delays leave
six key positions vacant

Nepal's Constitutional Council has failed to fill six
vacant positions, including a commission chairperson,
despite constitutional mandates requiring nominations
at least a month before vacancies arise. Prime Minister
KP Sharma Oli, who chairs the Council, has not called a
meeting since October 2024, reportedly waiting for
Parliament to pass an amendment to the
Constitutional Council law that would grant him
greater control over appointments. The proposed
amendment requires the prime minister's consent for
Council decisions, ensuring his influence over
nominations.

The six-member Council, which includes the Chief
Justice, Speaker of the House of Representatives,
National Assembly Chair, Deputy Speaker, and the
leader of the main opposition, lacks a ruling coalition
majority, further complicating the decision-making
process. The delay has raised concerns about
governance, as key institutions, including the National
Inclusion Commission and the Election Commission,
remain understaffed. Critics argue that prolonging
these vacancies violates constitutional provisions and
weakens institutional oversight. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Energy minister and NEA chief
locked in dispute over power trade deal

The ongoing conflict between Energy Minister Dipak
Khadka and Nepal Electricity Authority (NEA) Executive
Director Kulman Ghising has intensified, with the
ministry repeatedly demanding explanations from
Ghising, particularly over a Nepal-India power
exchange agreement. The ministry questioned why
Ghising approved an electricity price increase without
prior authorization and demanded details of his travel
history.

In his latest five-page clarification, Ghising defended
the price adjustment, arguing that the agreed rate with
India (IRs 8.1 per unit) is lower than peak-hour prices
on the Indian Energy Exchange (IRs 10 per unit) and
that the increase of 1.5 percent is the lowest in recent
years. He also challenged the ministry's authority to
seek clarification, asserting that only the Council of
Ministers has the power to remove him.

Minister Khadka insists that Ghising violated protocol
by signing an international deal without cabinet
approval, while some ruling party members oppose
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efforts to remove him, citing public support due to his
role in ending Nepal's power outages. The dispute has
also raised concerns about Nepal's credibility in
negotiating future energy agreements with India. [The
Kathmandu Post 1] [The Kathmandu Post 2] [The
Kathmandu Post 3]

Nepal: KU vice-chancellor selection faces
controversy as candidates seek prime
minister's intervention

(Im) Kathmandu University (KU), once seen as a
politics-free alternative to Tribhuvan University (TU), is
now embroiled in controversy over its vice-chancellor
(VC) selection process, raising concerns over
governance and transparency. Eight of the ten
shortlisted candidates have written to Prime Minister
KP Sharma Oli, alleging that selection panel convener
Suresh Raj Sharma, KU's founder and former VC, is
attempting to favor Bhola Thapa, the outgoing VC,
despite his reported failure to rank among the top
three candidates.

The selection committee, formed in December 2024,
has struggled to finalize its three nominees after
February 14 interviews, sparking allegations of score
manipulation. Faculty members from KU's medical
school have also criticized the PhD requirement,
arguing it excludes MD/MS holders. The crisis has led
to delays in filling the VC position, vacant since January
19, raising fears that KU is following TU's decline due to
political interference.

This controversy is not isolated, as KU has previously
faced allegations of cronyism, financial irregularities,
and politically motivated appointments. Under former
VC Ram Kantha Makaju, concerns grew over arbitrary
leadership decisions and questionable affiliations with
medical colleges, further damaging KU's reputation.

With student enrollment declining and many opting for
education abroad, the situation is seen as a test of the
government's commitment to higher education
reform. Critics warn that if KU continues on this
trajectory, Nepal risks losing another major institution
to political meddling, further eroding public trust in its
universities. [The Kathmandu Post 1] [The Kathmandu
Post 2]

Nepal: RSP questions delay in
Lamichhane's court appearance in Parsa
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(Im) The Rastriya Swatantra Party (RSP) has expressed
doubts over the government's failure to present its
party president, Rabi Lamichhane, to the Parsa District
Court, despite his appearance in four other courts for
cooperative fraud cases. Lamichhane, a former home
minister, was arrested on October 18, 2023, and
released on bail on January 9 under the condition that
he would attend all court proceedings. While he has
appeared in Kathmandu, Chitwan, and Rupandehi, his
case in Parsa remains stalled.

Lamichhane faces allegations of misappropriating
funds from multiple cooperatives, including
Suryadarshan Cooperative in Kaski, Swarnalaxmi
Cooperative in Kathmandu, Supreme Cooperative in
Butwal, Sahara Cooperative in Chitwan, and Sano Paila
Cooperative in Parsa. His total bail across four courts
stands at NPR 27.9 million (USD 203,000). The Parsa
District Police submitted its investigation report to the
District Government Attorney’s Office over a month
ago but is conducting further inquiries as instructed.

RSP lawmakers suspect the delay is politically
motivated, arguing that if Parsa's court ruling does not
favor the government, Lamichhane’s suspension from
Parliament should be revoked. The party has warned
of taking the case to the Supreme Court if the delay
continues.

The special parliamentary committee investigating
cooperative frauds previously found that over NPR 63
billion (USD 459 million) had been embezzled by
managers of failing cooperatives. The committee
recommended action against Lamichhane and others
linked to the misuse of funds when he was the
managing director of Gorkha Media Network.
Lamichhane and his co-accused have denied any
wrongdoing, while one of the implicated figures,
Gitendra Babu Rai, remains at large. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Nepal: Kasturi Cooperative chair accused
of embezzling depositor funds

(Im) Rajesh Shakya, chair of Kasturi Multipurpose
Cooperative in Myagdi, has been accused of misusing
91 percent of depositor savings by issuing fraudulent
loans to his family members without collateral.
Investigations reveal that Shakya's wife, brother,
sisters, and nephew borrowed over NPR 479 million
(USD 3.54 million), out of the cooperative's total NPR
520 million (USD 3.84 million) in loans, leaving 1,100
depositors at risk of losing their savings.
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Despite the findings, no legal action has been taken
against Shakya, a local leader of the ruling Communist
Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist). Authorities
have cited the absence of formal complaints as a
reason for inaction. Meanwhile, the cooperative’s
manager, Lok Bahadur Pun, is in police custody for his
involvement in a separate NPR 1.49 billion (USD 11
million) embezzlement case in another cooperative.
[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Kaski rural municipality struggles
to recover USD 3.64 million from crusher
plants

(Im) Machhapuchchhre Rural Municipality in Kaski is
facing difficulties in collecting NPR 491.4 million (USD
3.64 million) in unpaid dues from three crusher plants
and one quarry operating in its jurisdiction. An
investigation found that the companies extracted
stones, gravel, sand, and soil in excess of their
permitted limits, yet have refused to pay citing
disputed tax hikes.

The local government, after commissioning an expert
study, attempted to collect the dues, but crusher
operators rejected the findings, claiming the estimates
were arbitrary. The matter has reached the
Commission for the Investigation of Abuse of Authority
(CIAA) and the National Vigilance Center, amid
allegations of collusion between officials and crusher
owners.

Authorities are now seeking provincial government
intervention to resolve the dispute, while crusher
operators argue that the steep increase in extraction
fees makes payments unaffordable. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Nepal: Rastriya Swatantra Party central
committee member detained in United
States

(Im) Mohan Thapa, a central committee member of the
Rastriya Swatantra Party (RSP), has been taken into
custody by U.S. immigration authorities. RSP leader
Manish Jha stated that Thapa had previously informed
the party about his ongoing legal issues and had
submitted a request to temporarily step down from his
position. [The Kathmandu Post]
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The RSP, founded in 2022, is a centrist political party in
Nepal that advocates for governance reforms and
transparency in politics. It has gained popularity,
particularly among young and urban voters, as an
alternative to the country’s traditional political forces.
The party briefly participated in the coalition
government led by Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal
from December 2022 to February 2023, and again
from March 2024 to July of the sam year, before
withdrawing due to internal disagreements and
controversies surrounding its leadership.

In recent months, the RSP has faced internal
challenges, notably investigations into its chairperson,
Rabi Lamichhane. Accusations of financial fraud and
money laundering related to cooperative funds have
been levied against Lamichhane, leading to legal
proceedings and potential implications for his
parliamentary position.

Nepal: Former crown prince Paras Shah
undergoes angioplasty after heart attack

(Im) Former crown prince Paras Shah has been
admitted to Norvic International Hospital in
Kathmandu after suffering a heart attack over the
weekend. Doctors performed an angioplasty the same
night, and hospital officials have confirmed that his
condition is currently stable.

Shah, the only son of former King Gyanendra, was heir
to the throne before Nepal abolished its monarchy in
2008. Since then, he has maintained a low profile,
occasionally making headlines for legal and personal
controversies. Shah has a history of heart-related
complications, having previously suffered multiple
heart attacks. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Human rights body urges revisions
to Media Council Bill

(Im) The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) is
set to recommend revisions to Nepal's Media Council
Bill, warning that its provisions could restrict freedom
of expression. The constitutional rights body argued
that while social media should be regulated, it should
not be subject to excessive control.

The NHRC raised concerns that the bill, currently under
discussion in the National Assembly, blurs distinctions
between civil and criminal liabilities and grants broad
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authority to government officials to impose fines and
penalties. Under the proposed law, social media
platforms could face fines of up to NPR 10 million (USD
74,000) for non-compliance, while individuals
disseminating misleading content could be jailed for
up to five years or fined up to NPR 1.5 million (USD
11,100).

The bill also introduces strict penalties for offenses
such as operating fake accounts, sharing content
deemed harmful to Nepal's sovereignty, and creating
deepfake videos. The NHRC criticized the government
for drafting the bill without consulting the commission
and emphasized that it cannot move forward without
revisions to safeguard constitutional rights. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Free health camp provides medical
relief to remote village

(Im) A free health camp in Kota village, Tanahun,
provided much-needed medical services to 425
villagers, highlighting the region’s healthcare
challenges due to poor infrastructure and accessibility.
Local officials emphasized the urgent need for better
healthcare access, noting a recent preventable death
of a 13-year-old girl due to a lack of timely treatment.
While a new bridge at Thimura now connects Kota to
Bharatpur, residents still face long and difficult travel
routes for medical emergencies. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Police probe suspicious death of
province minister’'s personal secretary

(Im) Police have launched an investigation into the
suicide of Rabi Thapa, personal secretary to Bagmati
Province Minister for Cooperatives and Poverty
Alleviation Madhu Kumar Shrestha. Thapa ingested
pesticide at a friend's residence in Kathmandu after
being implicated in a cooperative-related scandal
involving Sumero Savings and Credit Cooperative
Limited, which the ministry had declared "troubled" on
January 12.

A leaked audio recording allegedly captured Thapa
discussing the removal of cooperative files in exchange
for money with Nepali Congress leader Raju Bartaula
and former cooperative secretary Binod Acharya.
Following the audio's release, Minister Shrestha
ordered Bartaula’s arrest on Monday morning.
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Thapa left a suicide note denying involvement and
apologizing to Minister Shrestha. Authorities are now
investigating both the financial scandal and the
circumstances leading to Thapa's death, while the
cooperative’s case remains under review by the
Supreme Court. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: 12-year-old rape victim denied
abortion due to legal limits

(Im) A 12-year-old girl from Achham, raped by a 46-
year-old relative while her parents worked in India, is
now 30 weeks pregnant and ineligible for an abortion
under Nepalese law, which prohibits termination after
28 weeks. The crime was discovered after her family
returned for the Tihar festival. She remains unaware of
her pregnancy and is receiving medical care in Kailali,
where doctors warn of severe health risks. Authorities
have filed a case against the accused, who is still in
India, and are coordinating with Indian police for his
arrest. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

Separately, police in Dhankuta rescued two teenage
girls after they had been held captive for three days.
Police claim the teenagers were lured and abducted by
the suspects, who then confined them against their
will. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

In separate news, a four-year-old girl and a 14-year-old
teenager were raped in separate places in Saptari
district. The incidents, which occurred on February 26,
have sparked outrage and prompted swift police
action.[The Kathmandu Post 3]

Nepal: Clashes erupt between
Swargadwari tenant farmers and police in
Kathmandu

(Im) A violent confrontation broke out between police
and tenant farmers affiliated with the Swargadwari
Trust Tenant Farmers Struggle Committee during a
protest over the weekend. The clash occurred as
demonstrators attempted to breach a restricted zone,
prompting police to intervene.

Tenant farmers have been demonstrating in
Kathmandu for weeks, demanding legal reforms that
would grant them land ownership rights. The dispute
centers on the Swargadwari Ashram, a revered Hindu
pilgrimage site in Pyuthan district, which owns over
700 hectares of land in Dang. While tenant farmers
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have cultivated 510 hectares of this land for
generations, a 2006 Supreme Court ruling upheld the
land's indivisibility as part of the religious trust,
complicating ownership claims.

The ongoing protests reflect broader tensions over
land rights, as thousands of tenant farmers rely on
Swargadwari land for their livelihoods. With no
resolution in sight, the farmers continue to push for
legislative changes that would recognize their long-
standing claims. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Study highlights severe mental
health struggles among LGBTQI+ youth

(Im) A new report by Save the Children reveals that
LGBTQI+ young people in Nepal are experiencing high
levels of mental health distress, with 43 percent
reporting anxiety or depression in the past two weeks.
The study, conducted in collaboration with Blue
Diamond Society Nepal, found that transgender and
non-binary youth face the highest distress due to
societal prejudice and economic challenges.

Over two-thirds of LGBTQI+ youth in Nepal have never
accessed formal mental health care, citing stigma,
discrimination, and a lack of LGBTQI+-affirming
professionals. Additionally, 38.8 percent reported
experiencing discrimination from healthcare providers.
Financial constraints also prevent over 55 percent from
seeking mental health support.

The report calls for reforms in national mental health
policies, the introduction of LGBTQI+-affirming training
for healthcare providers, and the expansion of
affordable mental health services, including
community-based support and telehealth options. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Myagdi hydropower projects set to
add 390 MW to national grid

(Im) Ongoing hydropower development in Myagdi
district, part of Gandaki Province, is expected to
contribute 390 megawatts (MW) of electricity - roughly
enough to power around 390,000 average households
-to Nepal's national grid. Eleven projects are currently
under construction along Myagdi Khola, Rahughat, and
Mistri Khola, while four projects in Annapurna Rural
Municipality have already added 111 MW over the past
five years.
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Hydropower expansion is also transforming
infrastructure in the region, particularly in the remote
Dhaulagiri Rural Municipality, where road access has
significantly improved. Large-scale projects along the
Kaligandaki River, including the 164 MW Kaligandaki
Gorge and the 50 MW Madhya Kaligandaki, are
progressing despite challenges, with some projects
awaiting Power Purchase Agreements (PPAs). However,
funding constraints and alignment issues have caused
delays in certain developments. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Delays in forex approval put
internet services at risk

(Im) Nepal's internet service providers (ISPs) face a
renewed threat of internet shutdown due to delays in
securing foreign exchange approval to pay Indian
upstream providers, who are owed approximately NPR
8 billion (USD 59 million). Despite clearing tax dues and
obtaining Nepal Telecommunications Authority (NTA)
recommendations, the Ministry of Communications
and Information Technology has withheld its approval,
citing additional outstanding dues.

Major upstream providers Airtel and Tata, which
supply 90 percent of Nepal's internet, have warned of
service disruptions if payments are not made. In May
2023, Airtel previously cut services for five hours over
unpaid bills, and similar concerns remain. A February 2
outage lasting 47 minutes—initially suspected to be
due to non-payment—was later attributed to fiber cuts
in Airtel's network.

ISPs argue that the government's inconsistent stance
on taxation has worsened the issue. While the Public
Accounts Committee (PAC) previously ruled that ISPs
were exempt from certain fees, a Supreme Court
decision in 2023 mandated payments. Some ISPs,
including WorldLink and Subisu, have settled their
dues, while others, like Vianet, are still making
payments.

Industry leaders warn that if the forex approval is not
granted soon, Nepal could face another internet
blackout, further straining economic and digital
infrastructure. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: US aid suspension disrupts key
health surveys, affecting policy planning
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The suspension of USAID funding under the Trump
administration has indefinitely halted several health
surveys and programs in Nepal, including a nationwide
study on female community health volunteers, a
micronutrient survey, and a health facilities
assessment. Experts warn that without reliable,
independently verified data, Nepal will struggle to track
health progress, plan interventions, and meet
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Officials note that government-collected health data
often lack credibility due to potential manipulation,
making independent studies crucial. The aid
suspension has also affected outbreak investigation
training, maternal and child health programs, nutrition
initiatives, and reproductive health efforts. Public
health experts stress the need for government funding
to ensure independent health research and prevent
reliance on external agencies for critical data. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Belaspur tense after communal
clash leaves 19 injured

(Im) A violent clash erupted in Belaspur, Nawalparasi
West, on February 25, leaving 19 people injured,
including 15 police personnel. The unrest stemmed
from tensions over an alleged interfaith relationship
between a Muslim woman and a non-Muslim man.
Protesters set fire to a pick-up van and a scrap
godown, prompting police to fire tear gas and warning
shots to restore order. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Surge in violent crimes in Madhesh
raises alarm

(Im) Madhesh Province, Nepal's southernmost province
bordering India, has witnessed a surge in violent
crimes, with 43 reported murders in the first eight
months of the current fiscal year. Known for its cultural
and economic ties with India, Madhesh has faced
longstanding issues related to governance, identity
politics, and social unrest.

The recent increase in violent crimes has been
attributed to family disputes, extramarital affairs, and
issues linked to foreign employment and digital
communication. In one case, police discovered a
decomposed body buried inside a home after a
domestic dispute, while another case involved a
murder over a gambling debt of NPR 3,500 (USD
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25.55). Meanwhile, a man was lured back from Qatar
and brutally killed by his lover and her husband, who
later fled to Saudi Arabia.

The province recorded 128 murders in the previous
fiscal year and 117 the year before, showing a steady
increase in violent crimes. Experts warn that changing
social dynamics, foreign employment-related stress,
drug abuse, and lack of community cohesion have
contributed to the rising violence. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Nepal: Overspeeding and negligence
blamed for rise in school bus accidents

(Im) At least 46 school bus accidents across Nepal in
the past seven months have resulted in 23 deaths,
including students, teachers, and drivers, with
overspeeding and driver negligence cited as primary
causes. Authorities report that a significant number of
these accidents occurred when buses were used for
school excursions and picnics without adequate
preparation for road conditions.

Despite the existence of the School Bus Guidelines-
2018, which mandate speed limits, seating capacities,
and proper bus maintenance, enforcement remains
weak. Recent traffic inspections in Kathmandu Valley
found several overloaded buses and unlicensed
drivers, raising further concerns about student safety.
Authorities are urging stricter enforcement of safety
regulations to prevent further tragedies. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Pakistan: Federal cabinet expands
significantly as 28 new members take
oath

(sn) Pakistan’s federal cabinet has undergone a major
expansion, with President Asif Ali Zardari administering
the oath to 28 new members, including 12 federal
ministers, 9 ministers of state, 3 advisers, and 4 special
assistants to Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif. The
appointments significantly increase the size of the
cabinet, which previously had 24 members.

The Pakistan Muslim League Nawaz (PML-N) secured
the largest share, with eight of its members inducted
as federal ministers and eight more appointed as
ministers of state. Additionally, two ministers were
chosen from the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM),
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and one state minister was selected from the
Istehkam-e-Pakistan Party. The cabinet also includes
two independent members.

The official portfolios for the new ministers and
advisers have yet to be assigned, but reports suggest
that Hanif Abbasi may take over as Minister for
Railways, Tariq Fazal Chaudhry as Minister for National
Health Services, Khalid Hussain Magsi as Minister for
Communications, and Mustafa Kamal as Minister for
Science and Technology. [DAWN] [The Nation] [The
Express Tribune]

Pakistan: Opposition alliance demands
new elections, constitutional supremacy
amid political crisis

(afk/Im) Pakistan's opposition alliance, the Tehreek-i-
Tahaffuz-i-Ayeen-i-Pakistan (TTAP), has called for a
"National Dialogue" to address the country's ongoing
political crisis, rejecting the results of the 2024 general
elections and demanding fresh, transparent polls.

The two-day conference, held last week in Islamabad,
brought together leaders from multiple opposition
parties, including the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI),
the Sunni Ittehad Council (SIC), Awam Pakistan, Majlis
Wahdat-e-Muslimeen (MWM), and the Pashtunkhwa
Milli Awami Party (PKMAP), alongside lawyers,
journalists, and civil society members. The alliance
emphasized the "supremacy of the constitution" and
accused the ruling coalition of cracking down on
political opponents, interfering in judicial matters, and
using legislation to stifle dissent.

The opposition alliance declared that the current
parliament lacks legal, political, and moral legitimacy,
blaming the "rigged" February 8, 2024 elections for
Pakistan's political and economic instability. TTAP
leaders asserted that the constitution prohibits the
harassment, arrest, or imprisonment of individuals for
political activities and called for the immediate release
of all political prisoners. The alliance also demanded
the repeal of recent amendments to the Prevention of
Electronic Crimes Act (PECA), which they claim are
designed to suppress free speech. [DAWN] [The News
International] [Arab News 1]

A controversy arose when opposition leaders alleged
that the government pressured the management of
the Legend Hotel in Islamabad to cancel their
conference booking. On the second day of the event,
Islamabad authorities sealed the venue, prompting
opposition members to forcefully enter and continue
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their meeting in the hotel lobby. Government officials,
however, denied any involvement, with an adviser to
the prime minister challenging opposition leaders to
name the official responsible for allegedly obstructing
the event. [Arab News 2]

The conference took place amid growing political
tensions in Pakistan following the removal of former
Prime Minister Imran Khan in April 2022 and his
subsequent imprisonment on multiple charges. The
opposition has accused the military of orchestrating
Khan's ousting and backing his rivals, allegations the
military denies. With political uncertainty persisting,
the TTAP has vowed to continue its struggle to restore
democratic processes and ensure free elections,
maintaining that a national dialogue is the only viable
path to resolving Pakistan's deepening crisis.

Pakistan: Former Prime Minister Imran
Khan urges international support in piece
in Time magazine

(afk) Imran Khan, the imprisoned former prime
minister of Pakistan, continues to make international
appeals to address the political crisis in his country. In
a letter published in Time magazine, Khan urged the
international community, particularly the United
States, to reaffirm its commitment to democracy,
human rights, and regional stability. Khan highlighted
the political repression he faces as part of a broader
crackdown on the main opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf (PTI) - a party founded by Khan - and its
supporters, claiming that his incarceration was
politically motivated to suppress his support for
democracy. He also expressed his hope for the US to
work with Pakistan to enhance economic ties and
prevent the conditions that foster extremism and
conflict.

Khan's call for international intervention underscores
the broader implications of Pakistan's crisis on regional
and global stability. He pointed out that the
government's focus has shifted from counterterrorism
efforts in conflict-prone regions like Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan to targeting political
opponents. He criticized the government’s misuse of
resources intended for anti-terrorism initiatives,
emphasizing that military campaigns against PTI have
taken precedence over addressing growing security
concerns in these areas. Khan also denounced the
judiciary's role in politically motivated prosecutions,
claiming that it has become an instrument of political
persecution. [DAWN] [TIME]
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In response to Khan's letter, PML-N Senator Irfan
Siddiqui criticized the article as baseless, accusing
Khan of tarnishing Pakistan’s reputation. Siddiqui
referred to PTI's inconsistent behavior, noting how
Khan's party called for negotiations but simultaneously
engaged in civil disobedience and published
“explosive” articles abroad. He cited PTlI's erratic
decision-making, particularly Khan's abrupt order to
halt talks with the government, as an example of the
party's internal disarray. [The News International] [ARY
News]

Meanwhile, Khan's health remains a concern as his
supporters continue to raise alarms about his
treatment in custody. Earlier this week, a medical team
from the Pakistan Institute of Medical Sciences (PIMS)
visited Khan at Adiala Jail for a check-up, following
reports that he was being held in solitary confinement
and denied visits from his family and personal
physician. [The Hindu]

Pakistan: Army chief urges youth to focus
on duties and avoid baseless criticism

(an) On March 1, Chief of Army Staff (COAS) General
Syed Asim Munir addressed students at the CMH
Institute of Medical Sciences (CIMS) in Bahawalpur,
Punjab, urging them to prioritize their responsibilities
and steer clear of “baseless criticism.” Speaking to a
gathering of students from various universities, Gen
Munir emphasized the importance of self-
responsibility and personal performance, stressing
that individuals should focus on their duties rather
than engaging in online campaigns that spread false
information and disrupt the peace.

The army chief's remarks reflect his growing concern
over social media’s role in fueling unrest, particularly
targeting the armed forces. He has previously spoken
out against such online campaigns, which he views as
tools to sow discord. Gen Munir also touched on the
issue of terrorism, warning of organized illegal groups
that support terrorism and the false narratives that
emerge when the state takes action against them. He
emphasized the need to break the "illegal spectrum," a
reference to activities that undermine national security
and cause economic harm.

As part of his visit, the COAS inaugurated the Innovista
Cholistan and the Integrated Combat Simulator Arena,
initiatives aimed at advancing medical education,
information technology, and combat readiness. He
also visited the Bahawalpur Cantonment, where he
addressed officers and troops, underscoring the
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importance of rigorous training in overcoming modern
warfare challenges. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Senate human rights body urges
urgent prison reforms

(mra) The Senate Functional Committee on Human
Rights has expressed deep concern over the
deteriorating conditions in Pakistan's prisons,
particularly highlighting issues of overcrowding and
prolonged delays in the judicial process for death row
inmates. During a meeting chaired by Senator Samina
Mumtaz Zehri, the committee discussed the excessive
pre-trial detention of prisoners, inadequate facilities
for vulnerable groups, and systemic neglect of under-
trial women and juveniles. Senator Zehri emphasized
that statistical data fails to capture the human
suffering endured by inmates, noting that many
unconvicted individuals face inhumane treatment with
little hope for justice.

To address these issues, the committee proposed
conducting surprise inspections of prisons nationwide
to assess conditions firsthand. Senator Irfan Siddiqui
highlighted that it takes an average of five years to
finalize a death penalty case, criticizing the system for
subjecting inmates to harsh conditions during this
prolonged period. The committee also resolved to
draft recommendations for improving prison
conditions and ensuring better coordination among
various departments, including the police, FIA, and
ministries overseeing human rights and law
enforcement. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Government open to engaging
with Baloch Yakjehti Committee under
conditions

(Im) The Pakistan government has expressed
willingness to engage with Dr. Mahrang Baloch and her
Baloch Yakjehti Committee (BYC), provided there is no
“ulterior motive” behind the movement.

BYC, founded in 2020, has led large-scale protests
against enforced disappearances and extrajudicial
killings in Balochistan, which officials deny. The
Pakistani military, heavily deployed in the province, has
accused rights movements like BYC of acting as proxies
for separatist groups, particularly amid rising attacks
against security forces and Chinese interests in the
region.
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Officials have stated that while the government is open
to engagement, it seeks clarity on BYC's backing and
objectives. This follows a recent statement by BYC
leader Sammi Deen Baloch, who indicated that the
group is willing to hold talks with any authority that has
the power to resolve human rights issues in
Balochistan.

The province has seen an uptick in separatist violence,
with the Baloch Liberation Army (BLA) claiming
responsibility for deadly attacks in 2024. International
rights groups have repeatedly raised concerns over
disappearances targeting students, activists, and
journalists, while the military argues that many of the
“disappeared” individuals are linked to separatist
networks. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Solar consumers face 18 percent
sales tax, electricity relief announced

(mra/sn) The Federal Tax Ombudsman (FTO) has
directed that consumers utilizing solar net metering in
Pakistan are now subject to an 18% sales tax. This
decision follows the discovery of a significant revenue
loss amounting to USD 35 million. The FTO has
instructed power distribution companies (DISCOs) and
the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) field formations to
implement these changes immediately.

The directive clarifies that the sales tax must be
applied to the gross value of electricity supplied by
DISCOs without considering the net metering
arrangement—where consumers with solar panels
offset their electricity consumption with the power
they generate. This means that all DISCOs, including K-
Electric, must charge sales tax on the full amount of
electricity supplied, disregarding any offsets from net
metering. Additionally, the same principles apply to
withholding income tax under Section 235 of the
Income Tax Ordinance, 2001, which must also be
calculated on the gross amount, independent of net
metering. [Daily Times]

While solar users face additional costs, Pakistan's
Power Minister, Sardar Awais Ahmad Leghari, has
announced relief measures for electricity consumers
using up to 300 units and for agricultural tubewell
users. The government has requested the immediate
reinstatement of these subsidies, which had been
withdrawn in June 2015 for residential consumers and
December 2010 for agricultural users.

Pakistan's power sector has long struggled with high
electricity costs, primarily due to an inefficient energy
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mix, reliance on imported fossil fuels, transmission
losses, and other systemic inefficiencies. Electricity
prices have increased in recent years as part of energy
sector reforms linked to the country's commitments
under the International Monetary Fund (IMF) program.
[Arab News]

Meanwhile, the Hydro Electric Power Association
(HEPA) has urged Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif to
ensure small-scale renewable energy projects—
specifically those up to 20 MW—are included in the
country's upcoming Indicative Generation Capacity
Expansion Plan (IGCEP). HEPA argues that integrating
these smaller hydro projects is essential for promoting
sustainable and localized energy solutions, enhancing
rural electrification, and supporting Pakistan's
renewable energy targets. [Profit by Pakistan Today]

Pakistan: Prime minister orders
resolution of gas shortages during
Ramadan

(sn) Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has ordered
immediate measures to ensure uninterrupted gas
supply during sehri (pre-dawn meal before fasting) and
iftar (meal to break the fast at sunset) during
Ramadan, following complaints of shortages. After an
emergency meeting with Sui Southern Gas Company
(SSGC) and Sui Northern Gas Pipelines Limited (SNGPL)
—Pakistan’s main gas distribution companies—the
government directed a 10 percent increase in gas
pressure and earlier supply to areas at the end of
distribution networks. [The Express Tribune 2]

Pakistan: IMF bailout review and World
Bank funding signal economic
stabilization

(afk/Im) Pakistan’s economic stabilization efforts are in
focus as an International Monetary Fund (IMF)
delegation reviews Islamabad's fiscal policies under the
USD 7 billion Extended Fund Facility (EFF). The IMF's
two-week assessment, led by Mission Chief Nathan
Porter, will determine the release of a USD 1.1 billion
tranche, evaluating Pakistan's structural reforms,
revenue generation, and fiscal management. [Arab
News 1] [Arab News 2]

A separate IMF team has been negotiating USD 1
billion in climate financing under the Resilience and
Sustainability Facility (RSF), emphasizing disaster risk
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management and energy-efficient infrastructure
development. [Arab News 3]

The IMF is also pressing Pakistan to curb tax evasion in
the real estate sector, with new regulations to penalize
misdeclared property values, including fines between
PKR 500,000 (USD 1,800) and PKR 1 million (USD 3,600)
and potential imprisonment. The Real Estate
Regulatory Authority is set to be activated to enforce
these measures.

The IMF technical team emphasized the need for
Pakistan to integrate disaster risk management into
public investment programs, highlighting that
readiness is more effective than reactive rescue
operations when dealing with climate disasters such as
floods and droughts. The mission urged the
government to enforce stricter building regulations,
particularly prohibiting construction near rivers,
nullahs, and forests, while also advocating for energy-
efficient infrastructure in both urban and rural areas.

Discussions also covered green budgeting, federal-
provincial coordination, and improved monitoring of
climate-related spending. Pakistani officials briefed the
IMF team on the country’s disaster risk management
strategy, efforts to mitigate air and water pollution,
and the development of green financing mechanisms.
The government also informed the delegation that new
building codes had been formulated and distributed to
provincial authorities for implementation. [DAWN]

Meanwhile, the World Bank has committed USD 20
billion in development lending over the next decade,
under a Country Partnership Framework starting in
2026. This long-term strategy will support education,
child stunting prevention, climate resilience, energy
efficiency, and private sector investment, aligning with
IMF-backed reforms to strengthen Pakistan’s economic
foundations. [Arab News 4]

Despite these efforts, Pakistan’s financial markets have
reacted with volatility. The Pakistan Stock Exchange
(PSX) shed 1,200 points on March 3, with the KSE-100
index dropping 1.12 percent to 111,986.88 points,
driven by uncertainty over the IMF review, foreign
outflows, a weakening rupee, and falling global crude
prices. [Arab News 5]

On a positive note, Pakistan's inflation rate has
declined significantly, reaching 1.51 percent in
February, marking a nine-year low. Additionally,
foreign remittances have surged by 31.7 percent,
totaling USD 20.8 billion in the first seven months of
the fiscal year. However, external debt concerns
persist, with Pakistan relying on financial assistance
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from muiltilateral institutions, China, and Gulf nations
to meet its obligations. [Arab News 6]

Against the backdrop of these developments, it is
noteworthy that Pakistan will invest USD 582 million to
acquire 1.1 percent of shares in the BRICS New
Development Bank (NDB) as part of its strategy to
reduce reliance on the World Bank and the IMF.

The NDB, established in 2014 by the BRICS countries
(Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa), has a
total value of USD 100 billion and aims to finance
infrastructure and sustainable development projects in
BRICS and other developing nations. Pakistan's
investment is seen as an attempt to gain more
independence from the Bretton Woods institutions,
which have historically provided financial assistance to
the country. [TASS]

Pakistan: Foreign reserves increased by
USD 21 million

(afk) As of February 21, 2025, Pakistan's total liquid
foreign reserves were USD 16 million, with the State
Bank of Pakistan holding USD 11 million and
commercial banks holding USD 5 million. The central
bank's reserves increased by a modest USD 21 million
this week.

The SBP's reserves have fluctuated in recent weeks
due to foreign debt repayments and inflows. They rose
by USD 35 million on February 14 but had previously
fallen by USD 252 million owing to debt payments.
Earlier in January, reserves increased by USD 46 million
before falling by USD76 million.

Pakistan's foreign reserves remain vulnerable to
external financial commitments, with loan repayments
accounting for a USD 276 million decline on January 17.
These changes illustrate the continued problems of
keeping reserves stable in the face of economic
pressures. [Pakistan Observer] [Pakistan Today] [The
Express Tribune]

Pakistan: Significant oil and gas reserves
uncovered; April minerals summit to
attract investment

(sn/Im) Pakistan’s minerals industry continues to invite
investors to opportune, beginning with the Pakistani
hydrocarbon exploration firm, Mari Energies,
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uncovering significant oil and gas reserves in Pakistan's
northwestern province, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP).
Mari Energies, a 55 percent reserve stakeholder, is
partnered with the state-owned Oil and Gas
Development Company Limited (OGDCL) and Orient
Petroleum Inc (OPI) in this discovery.

OGDCL, a state-owned enterprise, has the potential to
bring significant funding through its joint ventures.
Mari Energies, in their statement to the Pakistan Stock
Exchange (PSX), acknowledged the support of the
federal and provincial governments in facilitating and
providing security to the projects.

Reports suggested that a flow rate of 12.9 million
standard cubic feet per day is expected, or around 20
barrels of crude oil per day. The site is in the
Waziristan district at the Spinwam-1 exploratory well,
which was drilled on May 28, 2024, to roughly 4,400
meters. [Arab News 1] [The Express Tribune]

The development is a positive sign for investors
recently offered 40 offshore and 31 onshore blocks by
Pakistan's Petroleum Minister, Musadik Malik, for oil
and gas exploration. Malik has stated that Pakistan’s
rich natural resources have essentially remained
untouched. [Arab News 2]

In related investment news, Pakistan will host the
Pakistan Minerals Investment Forum 2025 (PMIF25) on
April 8-9, 2025, in Islamabad, aiming to attract
investments in its USD 6 trillion minerals sector. The
country holds one of the world's largest porphyry
copper-gold mineral zones, with Reko Diq in
Balochistan containing an estimated 5.9 billion tons of
ore. The government also hopes to develop reserves of
rare earth elements, industrial minerals, and
gemstones, particularly in Gilgit-Baltistan and Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa.

The Oil and Gas Development Company Limited
(OGDCL) is organizing the event in collaboration with
the government and strategic partners, including
Barrick Gold, Pakistan Petroleum Limited (PPL), and
Reko Dig Mining Company (RDMC). The summit will
also feature the launch of Pakistan’s National Minerals
Harmonization Framework 2025, aimed at encouraging
foreign investment.

The forum will bring together government
representatives, foreign investors, policymakers, and
financial organizations to explore opportunities in the
mining sector. Officials emphasize that the event will
highlight recent policy reforms and Pakistan’s ambition
to become a global mining hub, fostering international
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partnerships and responsible mining practices. [Arab
News 3]

Pakistan: Privatization of Pakistan
International Airlines continues

(sn) Pakistan has begun processing the second
privatization attempt of Pakistan International Airlines
(PIA) after failing in the first effort. Efforts to sell the
state-owned entity halted on October 31, 2024, after
the government was faced with a sole USD 36 million
bid - far below the minimum USD 297 million
threshold required for the government to reach its
financial expectations. [The Nation]

In related news, the 7th meeting of the Standing
Committee on Privatization was held, where it was
revealed that expenditures incurred on the
privatization of PIA reached USD 6.8 million during the
2023-2024 fiscal year. The Committee indicated that
USD 4.3 million had been paid to Financial Advisor
Ernst and Youngest, while the remaining is expected to
be distributed after the second attempt.

In addition to this discussion, the privatization
committee carried out valuations of PIA’s holdings,
updating the company's previous valuations. The
government is confident that privatization prospects
will improve in 2025, following the resumption of PIA’s
European flights in January 2025, which were
suspended in June 2020 due to safety concerns.
[Business Recorder]

Pakistan: Microfinance bank launched to
boost financial inclusion amid calls for
SME-focused banking

(afk/sn) Pakistan's efforts to expand financial inclusion
have gained momentum with the launch of ABHI
Microfinance Bank, a collaboration between the
Pakistani financial technology company ABHI and TPL
Corporation, with approval from the State Bank of
Pakistan (SBP). The new initiative aims to improve
access to credit, particularly in marginalized areas, and
strengthen the country’s financial system. The
inauguration, held in Karachi, attracted foreign
investors, business leaders, and financial experts,
highlighting the importance of transforming Pakistan’s
economic landscape as part of its IMF-backed recovery
plan.
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Despite progress, with 64 percent of adults holding
bank accounts, Pakistan still faces significant
challenges in expanding financial services. The country
has one of the largest unbanked populations globally,
and the SBP aims to increase financial coverage to 75
percent by 2028. Efforts to enhance financial inclusion
are aligned with a broader push to digitalize the
economy and promote the use of artificial intelligence
(Al) in financial services. [Arab News]

In a related development, SBP Governor Jameel Ahmad
called for a shift in Pakistan’s banking sector towards
supporting small and medium enterprises (SMEs)
rather than prioritizing government financing. During
the Pakistan Banking Summit 2025, Ahmad
emphasized the low availability of private credit for
businesses due to over-reliance on government
deposits. Bank credit to the private sector has declined
by 8.4 percent in FY 2024, with commercial banks
allocating only 5 percent of their lending to SMEs.
[DAWN]

With an eye on improving this imbalance, the SBP has
encouraged banks to rethink their business models
and focus on sustainable sectors like Al, digitization,
and climate-resilient financing. The recent rise in short-
term lending to corporations, increasing from USD 42.1
billion in August 2024 to USD 53.9 billion in December
2024, demonstrates efforts to boost private sector
credit. However, while financial inclusion has improved
—with adult account ownership rising to 64 percent—
economic growth remains essential for sustaining
private-sector investments and driving further
progress. [The Express Tribune]

Pakistan: Khyber Pakhtunkhwa seeks
federal approval for Afghanistan talks
amid continued militant attacks

(sn/afk) The Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) government has
urged Islamabad to approve the Terms of Reference
(ToRs) for proposed peace talks with Afghanistan,
following a suicide bombing at the Darul Uloom
Haqqgania seminary in Akora Khattak that killed at least
six people, including a prominent religious and political
figure. [Arab News 1]

The February 28 attack took place inside the mosque
of the seminary during Friday prayers, causing
widespread panic among worshippers. Three police
officers were among those injured, and authorities fear
the death toll could rise given the severity of injuries.


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-yul/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-yur/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-yuy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-yuj/

The attack bore similarities to previous operations
claimed by Islamic State-Khorasan Province (ISKP),
though no group has formally taken responsibility. The
Afghan Taliban administration also denounced the
explosion, which it blamed on the Islamic State
organization.

Maulana Hamidul Hag Haqqgani, a prominent religious
scholar and political figure, was among those killed in
the suicide bombing. He was the son of Maulana Sami-
ul-Haq, a cleric often referred to as the "Father of the
Taliban," who was assassinated in 2018. Founded in
1947, Darul Uloom Haggania is one of South Asia’s
largest seminaries, but has faced controversy due to
allegations of ties between its students and terrorist
activities, which the school has rejected. Several
prominent Afghan Taliban leaders studied at the
seminary, including Sirajuddin Haggani, Amir Khan
Muttaqi, and Abdul Latif Mansoor. [Al Jazeera] [Voice of
America]

Following this incident, an intelligence-based operation
was conducted in Ghulam Khan Kalay, North
Waziristan, where security forces killed six militants.
Weaponry and ammunition were retrieved by Pakistani
forces, with no party claiming responsibility. [ISPR]

The KP government announced last month that it
planned to send two delegations of tribal elders,
religious scholars, and political leaders to Kabul to
engage in talks with the Afghan Taliban on security and
cross-border militancy. The KP chief minister, Ali Amin
Gandapur, has stressed that the province's security is
directly linked to developments in Afghanistan [see AiR
No. 7, February/2025, 3]. However, Pakistan’s foreign
ministry has pushed back, stating that managing
relations with Kabul is a federal responsibility.

The ToRs propose using "tribal diplomacy" to curb
cross-border militancy, with delegations seeking
cooperation from Afghan tribal leaders to prevent
militants, including Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP),
from using Afghan territory to launch attacks on
Pakistan. Despite repeated requests, Islamabad has
yet to approve the plan, frustrating KP officials, who
argue that the ongoing violence necessitates urgent
engagement.

The urgency of engaging with the Afghan Taliban has
been underscored by a report from the Pakistan
Institute for Conflict and Security Studies (PICSS), which
revealed a 175 percent increase in militant attacks in
February 2025 compared to the previous month. The
report recorded 79 militant attacks in February alone,
resulting in the deaths of 55 civilians and 47 security
personnel, with several others wounded. These figures
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highlight the growing security crisis, particularly in
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan, the most
affected regions. [Arab News 2]

Meanwhile, violence in KP has continued unabated. In
North Waziristan, a suicide bomber rammed an
explosive-laden vehicle into a military convoy in Eidak,
killing two soldiers and injuring ten others, including
civilians. The military responded with an intelligence-
based operation in Ghulam Khan village, killing six
militants. Additionally, in Lakki Marwat, a militant was
killed during an attack on a police van, while in Bannu,
security forces defused a 5kg homemade bomb near a
busy market. [DAWN 1] [DAWN 2]

Pakistan: Authorities seize illicit
substance worth USD 35 million;
pharmaceutical clearance launched

(sn) The Collectorate of Customs Enforcement in
Karachi has seized approximately USD 35 million worth
of Tramadol from a warehouse in the Korangi
Industrial Area. Tramadol, a highly addictive opioid, is
typically prescribed to patients by doctors, and there
have been recent calls to classify it as a controlled
substance.

This seizure represents one of the largest
pharmaceutical busts on record, with authorities
recovering 21.8 million tablets and 7,000 capsules of
Tramadol during the operation. In addition to the
Tramadol, officials reported that misdeclared vaccines
were also found, raising suspicions that these drugs
were smuggled under the guise of Pakistan’s vaccine
immunization program.

Investigations are ongoing to identify those
responsible, with suspicions centering on two
pharmaceutical companies potentially involved in this
operation. The packages were marked to indicate they
originated from India, suggesting a larger cross-border
smuggling operation may be in place, although this has
yet to be confirmed.

This news comes follows the recent arrests of 78
customs officials and agents alleged to be involved in
smuggling non-customs-paid goods from Quetta to
various cities, including Rawalpindi, Lahore, Multan,
and Dera Ghazi Khan. [Business Recorder 1] [The
Express Tribune]

In separate news, the Drug Regulatory Authority of
Pakistan (DRAP), in collaboration with Pakistan Single
Window (PSW), has launched the DRAP Clearance
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Gateway, a digital platform designed to streamline
regulatory compliance, reduce inefficiencies, and
enable Pakistani pharmaceutical firms to compete in
global markets.

This initiative follows a statement from the United
Business Group (UBG), a part of the Federation of
Pakistan Chambers of Commerce and Industry (FPCCI),
which highlighted that Pakistan's pharmaceutical
industry has the potential to grow to USD 5 billion in
trade over the coming years. [Business Recorder 2]

Pakistan: Violence continues in
Balochistan with suicide bombing and
Quetta blast

(afk/Im) Violence in Balochistan persists as a suicide
bombing targeted security forces in Kalat and an
improvised explosive device (IED) attack in Quetta
injured at least 10 people.

In Kalat, a female suicide bomber attacked a Frontier
Corps (FC) convoy, killing one soldier and injuring four
others. The attacker detonated herself on the N-25
Quetta-Karachi highway as the convoy moved from a
fort to a security forces' mess. No group has claimed
responsibility, but suspicion falls on the Balochistan
Liberation Army (BLA), which has previously deployed
female operatives in similar attacks. [Arab News]

In Quetta, an IED explosion targeted a security forces'
vehicle. The bomb, planted on a motorcycle, was
remotely detonated, injuring at least 10 people and
damaging several shops and parked vehicles. [The
Express Tribune]

Seychelles: President Ramkalawan
presents State of the Nation Address

(db) On February 28, President Wavel Ramkalawan
delivered his State of the Nation Address to the
Seychelles National Assembly, outlining the
government's achievements from 2024 and its policy
plans for the year ahead. The President highlighted the
administration's focus on boosting the economy,
improving social conditions, and safeguarding the
environment.

Ramkalawan expressed optimism regarding the
country's financial outlook, noting the successful
implementation of a ten-year strategy to manage both
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domestic and international financial obligations. This
approach has notably reduced Seychelles' debt,
making it a smaller percentage of the nation’s
economic output.

Key government projects include improvements in
infrastructure, healthcare, and education, along with
efforts to promote transparency and good governance.
Ramkalawan also emphasized Seychelles’ active role in
regional security and multilateral cooperation.

In his speech, the President stressed the importance of
maintaining the nation’s historical values and strong
moral and spiritual foundations as the country
progresses. He also called for social responsibility,
encouraging citizens to support those facing difficulties
and fostering national pride to ensure collective
success. [Office of the President of the Republic of
Seychelles 1] [Office of the President of the Republic of
Seychelles 2]

Sri Lanka: Arrest warrant and travel ban
issued for former IGP Deshabandu
Tennakoon

(sl) The Matara Magistrate’s Court has issued an arrest
warrant and an overseas travel ban for former
Inspector General of Police (IGP) Deshabandu
Tennakoon in connection with the Weligama shooting
incident of December 31, 2023. The Criminal
Investigation Department (CID) requested the travel
ban after failing to locate Tennakoon. [Daily Mirror 1]
[Daily Mirror 2] [LNW] [The Sunday Times]

The shooting occurred near a hotel in the Pelena area
of Weligama, Matara, when a Colombo Crimes Division
(CCD) team attempted to arrest notorious criminal
Nadun Chinthaka Wickremaratne (alias 'Harak Kata’)
without informing the local Weligama police. The CCD
officers, in civilian clothes, were attacked near the
hotel and returned fire in self-defense.

However, when a Weligama Police mobile patrol
arrived, officers mistakenly identified the van carrying
CCD personnel as a threat and opened fire on them.
Two CCD officers were injured, and a Police Sergeant
later died in the hospital. A subsequent investigation
found that the deployment of the CCD team was illegal,
leading the court to issue arrest orders for Tennakoon
and seven CCD officers.
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Sri Lanka: Debate intensifies over former
presidents’ foreign travel, government
cost-cutting measures, and parliamentary
privileges

(Im) The Sri Lankan government is intensifying efforts
to expose and address past administrations' financial
mismanagement, particularly focusing on the
extravagant spending of former presidents, including
Mahinda Rajapaksa. Prime Minister Harini Amarasuriya
revealed that Rajapaksa spent LKR 3,572 million (USD
12.14 million) on foreign travel between 2010 and
2014, the highest among his successors. The most
expensive year was 2013, with LKR 1,144 million (USD
3.89 million) spent. In stark contrast, President Anura
Kumara Dissanayake has spent only LKR 1.8 million
(USD 6,120) across three official visits, traveling with a
much smaller delegation. [Daily Mirror 1]

Comparisons with other past leaders further highlight
the spending disparities. Former President Maithripala
Sirisena spent LKR 384 million (USD 1.31 million) from
2015 to 2019, while Gotabaya Rajapaksa spent LKR 126
million (USD 428,400) in just two years. Ranil
Wickremesinghe's travel costs for 2023-2024
amounted to LKR 533 million (USD 1.81 million),
covering 33 trips with 154 accompanying individuals.
His visits included large delegations for Queen
Elizabeth II's funeral, former Japanese Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe’s funeral, and King Charles llI's coronation.
[Daily Mirror 2]

Defending Mahinda Rajapaksa, Sri Lanka Podujana
Peramuna (SLPP) Jaffna District Organizer Geethanath
Cassilingam argued that Rajapaksa’s travels secured
economic benefits, including grants from India, China,
Iran, Libya, and the Middle East, and led to
infrastructure development across Colombo, Jaffna,
Hambantota, and Monaragala. [Daily Mirror 3]

However, the current government has been quick to
push back on such defenses, with Chief Government
Whip Nalinda Jayatissa highlighting how Dissanayake’s
travel costs remained minimal due to free air tickets
for his visits to China and Dubai. He also promised
further disclosures of ministry-funded expenses for
past administrations’ foreign visits. [Daily Mirror 1]

As part of its broader efforts to clean up state finances,
the government is also targeting unused government
vehicles, announcing that all such vehicles—including
those from the Presidential Office—will be sold before
March 31, with proceeds going to the Treasury.
Minister Wasantha Samarasinghe revealed that more
than 800 vehicles were used under previous
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administrations, with 68 allocated to advisors of
former President Ranil Wickremesinghe. [Daily Mirror
4]

Meanwhile, SLPP MP Namal Rajapaksa - the eldest son
of Mahinda Rajapaksa - proposed removing
parliamentary privileges that allow MPs to make
misleading statements without consequences. He
argued that MPs frequently misuse these privileges
and suggested empowering the Committee on
Privileges to take action, potentially allowing for civil
lawsuits or even criminal defamation charges.
However, he acknowledged that most MPs would likely
oppose such reforms. [Daily Mirror 5]

Sri Lanka: Government vows crackdown
on underworld and corruption amid rising
security concerns

(Im/db) The Sri Lankan government is escalating its
efforts to dismantle organized crime networks and
expose political and law enforcement ties to the
underworld, following a series of revelations about
past administrations’ complicity in criminal activities.

President Anura Kumara Dissanayake told Parliament
that politicians, legal officers, police, and security
forces have long patronized the underworld, forming a
network that controls the state. He vowed that while
previous governments tolerated this system, his
administration would confront it. He revealed that 73
T-56 assault rifles had fallen into the hands of criminal
gangs, with 35 recovered so far, and assured that
investigations into high-profile cases—including the
Lasantha Wickramatunge assassination, the Keith
Noyahr assault, and the Easter Sunday attacks—are
progressing, with fresh legal action expected. [Daily
Mirror 1]

The government's statements come amid rising
concerns about the influence of organized crime,
following the assassination of an alleged gang leader
and drug trafficker inside the Colombo Magistrate’s
Court on February 19. Investigations revealed that the
shooter, a former Army Commando, had ties to
underworld networks and had been assisted by a
female accomplice connected to a Dubai-based crime
syndicate. The incident has intensified criticism of Sri
Lanka's security apparatus, with opposition MPs
alleging intelligence agencies had prior knowledge of
the attack but failed to act. [AiR No. 8, February/2025,
4]
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Against this backdrop, Deputy Minister of Public
Security Sunil Watagala accused former presidents of
using underworld figures for political violence, stating
thatJ.R. Jayewardene, R. Premadasa, and Mahinda
Rajapaksa had leveraged criminal elements for attacks,
abductions, and assassinations. Watagala claimed
Mahinda Rajapaksa had close ties with underworld
figures, including Julampitiye Amare and Wambotta,
and that Amare had even served as Namal Rajapaksa’s
bodyguard. [Daily Mirror 2]

Minister of Public Security Ananda Wijepala further
accused Maithripala Sirisena and Ranil
Wickremesinghe of obstructing hundreds of corruption
investigations during the Yahapalana government
(2015-2019). As a former director of the Anti-
Corruption Unit, he revealed that out of 1,200
complaints, 500 were forwarded to agencies like the
Bribery Commission, the Financial Crimes Investigation
Division (FCID), and the Criminal Investigation
Department (CID), but many cases were stalled due to
political interference. He confirmed that the current
government has resumed these investigations, seizing
LKR 4.5 billion (USD 15.3 million) from drug trafficking
and LKR 1.05 billion (USD 3.57 million) from financial
crimes. [Daily Mirror 3]

Despite these concerns, Wijepala dismissed claims of
rising crime, stating that 14 major crimes were
reported in the first two months of 2025—comparable
to the same period in 2016, 2018, and 2024. However,
authorities have identified 58 active organized crime
gangs and 1,400 associates, with 22 gang-related
killings this year, prompting firearm retrieval programs
and enhanced security measures in courts and
government offices. [Daily Mirror 4]

Meanwhile, during a public event in
Galenbindunuwewa, Huruluwewa, on February 28,
Opposition Leader Sajith Premadasa from the cross-
party political alliance Samagi Jana Balawegaya
criticized the Dissanayake government for not keeping
its promise to combat underworld and murder gangs.
He described the government as ineffective and
demanded strong actions to protect the Sri Lankans'
basic rights and maintain law and order. [Ada Derana]
[Daily News]

Sri Lanka: Compensation paid to Easter
attack victims as new claims of ignored
warnings emerge

(Im) The Sri Lankan Attorney General's Office has
informed the Supreme Court that LKR 245 million (USD
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787,000) has been distributed among 412 victims of
the 2019 Easter Sunday bombings. The payments were
made as part of the LKR 311 million (USD 1 million)
fund collected under a Supreme Court judgment on
the state's failure to prevent the attacks. The court
scheduled a May 21 hearing to review the progress of
compensation distribution. [Daily Mirror 1]

Meanwhile, Bodu Bala Sena (BBS) General Secretary
Galagoda Aththe Gnanasara, recently released from
jail, made controversial allegations, claiming he warned
Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith about the attacks well in
advance, but was ignored. He asserted that intelligence
services had prior knowledge of the bombings, but
authorities failed to act.

Bodu Bala Sena (BBS) is a hardline Sinhala-Buddhist
nationalist organization known for its anti-Muslim
rhetoric and calls for stricter laws against religious
minorities. It has been accused of inciting violence
against Muslims and Christians in Sri Lanka.

Gnanasara further claimed that he had warned about
religious extremist threats since 2014, sending 17
letters to government leaders and submitting reports
through the Presidential Task Force on ‘One Country-
One Law/, established under former President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa. Despite these efforts, no
preventive action was taken. [Daily Mirror 2]

The Easter Sunday bombings, carried out by Islamist
extremists on April 21, 2019, killed over 260 people
and injured hundreds. The attacks targeted churches
and luxury hotels, leading to widespread public
outrage and ongoing calls for accountability.

Sri Lanka: Bodu Bala Sena leader alleges
USAID funded NGOs amid government
scrutiny of foreign aid

(Im) Bodu Bala Sena (BBS) General Secretary Galagoda
Aththe Gnanasara has alleged that the United States
Agency for International Development (USAID)
provided funding to seven non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) in Sri Lanka to suppress Sinhala-
Buddhist groups and increase ethnic polarization.

Bodu Bala Sena (BBS) is a hardline Sinhala-Buddhist
nationalist organization known for its anti-Muslim and
anti-Christian rhetoric. The group has been accused of
inciting communal violence and promoting Buddhist
supremacy in Sri Lanka. Gnanasara, who has a history
of controversial statements and legal battles, now


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-jyi/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-jyd/

positions himself as a key voice against foreign
influence in Sri Lankan politics.

Speaking to the media, Gnanasara claimed to have
documentary evidence proving that USAID provided
LKR 8.1 million (USD 26,000) between October 1, 2013,
and July 31, 2014, to an organization allegedly working
to undermine Sinhala-Buddhist influence. Additionally,
he alleged that another organization received LKR 5.9
million (USD 19,000) from August 15, 2013, to August
14, 2014, to marginalize BBS and manipulate legal and
judicial processes.

Gnanasara further claimed that these NGOs operated
across twelve districts, using funds to create YouTube
channels, publish media articles, and influence judges
and lawyers. He called on the government to
investigate these allegations and establish a special
committee to expose the extent of foreign
interference.

His accusations come as the Sri Lankan government
and SLPP move to scrutinize USAID funding, following
accusations that it has financed controversial initiatives
such as LGBTQ+ rights advocacy and efforts tied to
former President Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s resignation.
SLPP representatives, including Namal Rajapaksa, have
met with U.S. Ambassador Julie Chung to discuss a
Parliamentary Select Committee (PSC) to investigate
USAID funding allocations. Separately, Public Security
Minister Ananda Wijepala has requested a report on
USAID funding from the National NGO Secretariat, with
concerns raised over unregistered organizations
receiving foreign aid. [AIR No. 7, February/2025, 3].

Gnanasara also claimed that USAID funds were used to
establish certain courts and legal infrastructure,
leading to legal actions being taken against him when
he attempted to expose these activities. He stated that
he would accept imprisonment if it meant the
government fully investigated the matter. [Daily
Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Opposition MP clashes with
Leader of the House over Business
Committee exclusion

(Im) A heated exchange took place in Parliament
between Opposition MP Rauff Hakeem and Leader of
the House Bimal Ratnayake, with Hakeem accusing
Ratnayake of preventing him from attending a
Business Committee meeting.
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Hakeem alleged that despite assurances from
President Anura Kumara Dissanayake that he would be
included in the committee, he was kept out of the
discussions. He further claimed that Ratnayake had
physically stopped him from entering the meeting
room.

Ratnayake denied the accusation and requested that
Hakeem'’s statement be removed from the official
parliamentary record (Hansard). [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government reveals
compensation payouts under previous
administration

(Im) Chief Government Whip Minister Nalinda Jayatissa
disclosed in Parliament that the previous government
paid LKR 28 million (USD 95,200) in compensation to
well-known soothsayer Gnana Akka for damages to her
house and shrine during the Aragalaya protests—a
mass anti-government movement in 2022 that led to
the resignation of then-President Gotabaya Rajapaksa.
Additionally, LKR 1,121 million (USD 3.81 million) was
paid in compensation to local government politicians,
while LKR 1,221 million (USD 4.15 million) was
allocated to MPs and ministers.

Jayatissa also revealed that 14 Presidential
Commissions were appointed under the previous
regime, costing LKR 530.1 million (USD 1.8 million).
[Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government to repeal PTA,
introduce new laws on crime and
extremism

President Anura Kumara Dissanayake announced in
Parliament that the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA)
will be repealed, with new legislation to address crime
and extremism set to be introduced soon. He stated
that a committee has been appointed to draft the new
laws.

Enacted in 1979 as a temporary measure during Sri
Lanka'’s civil conflict, the PTA has been widely criticized
for granting sweeping powers to law enforcement,
including prolonged detention without trial. Human
rights groups and international organizations have
long called for its repeal, citing concerns over arbitrary
arrests, torture, and its use against political dissidents.
The government's decision marks a significant shift in
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Sri Lanka's counterterrorism and security policies.
[Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: COPE reveals 683 underage
workers sent abroad for domestic labor

(Im) Sri Lanka's Committee on Public Enterprises
(COPE) has disclosed that 683 underage workers
migrated for domestic employment between May 2023
and June 2024, raising serious concerns about labor
violations and child exploitation.

The revelation emerged during a recent COPE session
at the Parliament Complex, where lawmakers also
learned that the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign
Employment (SLBFE) suffered a LKR 631.1 million (USD
1.9 million) revenue loss by sending 28,165 first-time
migrant domestic workers abroad without the
mandatory pre-departure residential training.

COPE further revealed that the SLBFE had allowed
recruitment agencies to send domestic workers
abroad on tourist visas, a serious violation of migration
regulations. Between May 2023 and June 2024, 4,942
migrant workers left the country under tourist visas,
bypassing proper documentation and training.

In response to these findings, COPE Chair MP
Nishantha Samaraweera announced that a sub-
committee will be appointed to investigate the SLBFE,
focusing on accountability, regulatory breaches, and
the exploitation of vulnerable workers. The inquiry is
expected to examine how underage workers were
permitted to migrate and why recruitment agencies
were allowed to circumvent legal procedures. [Daily
Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Sri Lanka: Potential fuel crisis
unfolds amid pricing dispute and political
tensions

(Im) Sri Lanka is facing an escalating fuel crisis as a
dispute between the Ceylon Petroleum Corporation
(CPC) and fuel distributors over a pricing formula has
led to fuel order suspensions, triggering public panic
and warnings of an impending shortage. [Daily Mirrror
1] [Daily Mirror 2]

The Fuel Distributors’ Association announced that they
ceased placing orders on February 28, arguing that the
government's decision to abolish the 3 percent mark-
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up on fuel sales to distributors is financially unviable.
The association claims that existing fuel stocks would
run out by March 3, and fuel stations have already
begun displaying “No Fuel” notices. The distributors
also halted post-payment fuel supplies to government
institutions, including police departments and
hospitals, which previously settled bills months later.

The government has downplayed fears of a shortage,
with CPC Chairman D.A. Rajakaruna assuring that fuel
stocks are sufficient for three weeks and that 1,581
orders were processed before February 28. He
dismissed the distributors' warnings, stating that fuel
continues to be distributed even on weekends and that
orders have been placed until August. Despite these
assurances, long queues have been observed at fuel
stations in Colombo, and opposition MPs have called
on the government to take immediate action to
prevent a nationwide crisis. [Daily Mirror 3] [Daily
Mirror 4]

Meanwhile, the Lanka Private Bus Owners' Association
(LPBOA) has urged the government to ensure
uninterrupted diesel supply for public transport,
warning that any disruption could severely impact the
economy. [Daily Mirror 5]

As the dispute continues, political tensions have
escalated, with ruling party MPs alleging that the crisis
is being artificially created. Leader of the House Bimal
Ratnayake and Deputy Minister Anil Jayantha claimed
that social media is being used to spread panic.
Opposition MPs, however, have blamed the
government for failing to prevent the crisis from
escalating, with some warning of a severe shortage if a
resolution is not reached soon. [Daily Mirror 6]

Complicating the situation further, Ratnayake revealed
that former Speaker Mahinda Yapa Abeywardena
spent LKR 33 million (USD 112,200) on fuel between
January and September 2024, averaging LKR 4 million
(USD 13,600) per month. He contrasted this with the
current Speaker’s fuel bill of LKR 218,000 (USD 740) for
January 2025, portraying it as extravagant spending
under the previous administration. Abeywardena
denied the allegations, accusing the government of
spreading misinformation and calling for an
independent audit. [Daily Mirror 7] [Daily Mirrror 8]

In response to concerns about long-term energy
security, the government has intensified negotiations
with Qatar Energy for a government-to-government
petroleum and LNG purchase agreement to secure
fuel at competitive rates. Talks with UAE suppliers
remain uncertain, as energy sales there are controlled
by private companies. [Daily Mirror 9]
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Sri Lanka: CBSL urges private sector to
strengthen resilience as economy
stabilizes

(Im) As Sri Lanka transitions from economic
stabilization to growth acceleration following the
severe 2022 macroeconomic crisis, the Central Bank of
Sri Lanka (CBSL) has urged the private sector to build
resilience by establishing financial buffers and
enhancing competitiveness.

CBSL emphasized that macroeconomic reforms must
continue to prevent future crises, while businesses
should focus on financial discipline and balance sheet
strength to navigate global uncertainties. With inflation
easing significantly, interest rates have been reduced,
with 91-day treasury bill rates now at 5 percent (down
from 33 percent) and the prime lending rate at 8.4
percent (down from over 30 percent).

Experts at a recent economic forum highlighted that
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) plays a
stabilization role rather than driving growth,
emphasizing that economic expansion relies on
government policies and development banks rather
than the CBSL or the IMF.

The discussion also stressed the importance of
domestic sector growth, digitalization, and innovation-
driven industries to boost Sri Lanka's target of USD 19
billion in export revenue for 2025. Concerns were
raised about the country’s low GDP-to-revenue ratio,
with calls for progressive taxation instead of temporary
revenue measures like vehicle taxes to ensure long-
term fiscal sustainability. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Electricity tariff cut drives
consumer prices lower in February

(Im) Consumer prices in Colombo declined by 4.2
percent in February compared to the previous year,
driven by a 6.1 percent drop in non-food prices, mainly
due to a significant electricity tariff reduction in
January. This marks the sixth consecutive month of
deflation, as measured by the Colombo Consumer
Price Index (CCPI).

On a monthly basis, prices fell 0.2 percent, reversing
the 0.5 percent increase recorded in January. The fall in
non-food prices, triggered by lower electricity costs,
offset a 0.3 percent rise in food prices. While staples
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such as rice, fresh fish, dried fish, potatoes, and onions
became more affordable, the prices of coconuts, fresh
fruits, and vegetables surged.

The core inflation rate, which excludes food, energy,
and transport, increased 0.7 percent in February, a
slowdown from 1.2 percent in January. The Central
Bank of Sri Lanka predicts deflation to persist through
the first quarter before inflation turns positive in the
second quarter. The bank expects inflation to stabilize
around 5 percent in the second half of 2025 before
briefly exceeding 7 percent in early 2026.

This latest decline in consumer prices follows an over
70 percent surge in living costs in recent years, offering
some relief to households struggling with economic
instability and rising costs of essential goods. [Daily
Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government strengthens anti-
money laundering controls and seeks
credit rating upgrade

(Im) Sri Lanka is working to improve its financial
stability and global market standing, with efforts
focused on strengthening its anti-money laundering
framework and securing a sovereign credit rating
upgrade.

Central Bank of Sri Lanka (CBSL) Governor Dr. Nandalal
Weerasinghe has urged banks to tighten their anti-
money laundering and counter-terrorism financing
(AML/CFT) controls in preparation for the country's
third assessment by the Asia/Pacific Group on Money
Laundering (APG) in March 2026. Sri Lanka was
previously classified as a "jurisdiction with strategic
deficiencies" in its 2006 and 2014 evaluations, which
led to significant economic and financial repercussions.
A failure to meet APG requirements could result in Sri
Lanka being placed on the "Grey List," affecting its
banking relationships, increasing borrowing costs, and
damaging its reputation.

To prepare for the evaluation, the CBSL has introduced
several reforms, including a new National Risk
Assessment (NRA) set to be published in June 2025,
amendments to key financial laws, and the
appointment of an AML/CFT Task Force in December
2023. CBSL has also invited international AML expert
Dr. Gordon Hook to conduct a mock evaluation in
March 2025. Banks are expected to improve risk
control mechanisms and ensure high compliance
levels to prevent financial institutions from being
exploited for illegal activities. [Daily Mirror 1]
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At the same time, Sri Lanka is aiming to improve its
sovereign credit rating to attract foreign investment.
Currently rated at CCC+, the country needs to achieve
a B-minus credit rating before accessing global
financial markets. Citibank’s Head of Treasury, Sanath
Gamage, highlighted that while Sri Lanka's foreign
currency liquidity has improved under the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) program, global
lenders still view it as a high-risk investment.
Maintaining financial discipline and demonstrating
policy consistency will be crucial in securing an
upgrade and encouraging offshore lenders to invest in
the country.

Sri Lanka's government plans to borrow approximately
LKR 2.2 trillion (USD 7 billion) from domestic and
foreign sources to finance the budget deficit this year.
While interest rate pressures may emerge in the
second half of the year, financial analysts expect them
to remain manageable if the government continues to
demonstrate fiscal stability. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Central Bank cautions against
unauthorized use of word “Finance” in
company names

(sl) The Central Bank of Sri Lanka (CBSL) has issued a
warning regarding the use of the word “Finance” in
company names, as such usage is contrary to the
provisions of the Finance Business Act, No. 42 of 2011.
Under this Act, only certain financial companies and
institutions specified in Section 10(6) of the Act are
authorized to use the terms “finance,” “financing,” or
“financial” as part of their names without prior written
permission from the CBSL. In terms of Section 56(4) of
the Act, violating this rule is an offense. CBSL strongly
encourages the public to comply with these
requirements. [Ada Derana]

Sri Lanka: President Dissanayake
announces military downsizing and
modernization plan

(Im) Sri Lanka will downsize its military forces while
equipping them with modern technology and
weaponry, President Anura Kumara Dissanayake told
Parliament on February 28. The restructuring aims to
align the country's defense forces with global military
trends, emphasizing advanced technology over
manpower.
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According to the President, the Sri Lanka Army will be
reduced to 100,000 personnel, while the Navy will be
capped at 40,000 and the Air Force at 18,000. He
emphasized the need for new aircraft and naval
equipment, as many of the current assets are
outdated. [Daily Mirror 1]

Historically, Sri Lanka has maintained a substantial
military presence. In 2020, the combined strength of
the armed forces was reported at approximately
317,000 personnel. By 2023, the army's size was
around 200,783 personnel. Recent reports indicate a
reduction to 150,000 personnel, with plans to further
decrease to 135,000 by the end of 2024.

Supporting the move, ruling party MP Major General
(Rtd.) G.D. Sooriyabandara stated that the government
is following the global shift towards a technology-
driven defense strategy, citing the Russia-Ukraine war
as an example of modern warfare. The aim is to
transform Sri Lanka’s military into a professional force
equipped with advanced weaponry and surveillance
systems. [Daily Mirror 2]

Meanwhile, Parliament approved the Defense
Ministry's budget with a majority of 78 votes, as 88 MPs
voted in favor and 10 against. Most Tamil opposition
MPs, including those from the Tamil National People's
Front (TNPF) and IATAK, voted against the budget,
while 127 MPs were absent during the vote. The ruling
party accused the opposition of violating a prior
agreement regarding notification for a division vote.
[Daily Mirror 3]

Sri Lanka: Two former military
intelligence officers arrested over
journalist abduction

(Im) Sri Lanka's Criminal Investigation Department
(CID) has arrested two former army intelligence
officers in connection with the 2008 abduction and
assault of journalist Keith Noyahr. The suspects, aged
42 and 46, were apprehendedon March 1.

Noyahr, then Associate Editor of The Nation
newspaper, was abducted near his home on Waidya
Road, Dehiwala, and was severely assaulted before
being released a day later. His abduction was widely
believed to be linked to his reporting on military and
security matters during Sri Lanka's civil war.

The latest arrests are part of an ongoing investigation
into attacks on journalists, including other high-profile
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cases of violence against media personnel during the
final years of the conflict. [Daily Mirror]
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Brunei: Sultan announces healthcare
reforms, economic growth, and expanded
LegCo sessions

(ga) Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah of Brunei announced
updates to healthcare policies and governance reforms
during the opening of the first meeting of the 21st
Session of the Legislative Council (LegCo), Brunei
parliament, for 2025. The government will revise
medical service fee policies, ensuring that stateless
residents receive the same medical benefits as citizens.

To enhance governance, LegCo sessions will now be
held twice a year, enabling more timely discussions on
national policies. Previously, LegCo sessions were held
once a year. The Sultan also emphasized the need to
strengthen procedural frameworks and the code of
conduct for LegCo members to uphold professionalism
and accountability.

On economic matters, the Sultan highlighted that
Brunei’'s GDP grew by an average of 4.3 percent
annually from 2017 to 2023, driven by economic
diversification and increased exports to Chile,
Mozambique, Colombia, Peru, and Mexico. The
downstream oil and gas sector expanded significantly,
contributing BND 1.241 billion (USD 930.75 million) to
GDP in 2023, up from BND 136 million (USD 102
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million) in 2017. The petrochemical industry,
particularly petroleum, methanol, and urea
production, played a key role in this growth.

The Sultan underscored the need to reduce
dependence on oil and gas by boosting productivity in
agriculture, logistics, education, healthcare, tourism,
security, and public services. His Majesty further noted
the importance of human capital development and Al
adoption to leverage new opportunities in the digital
era. [Borneo Bulletin]

LegCo member proposes structured forums, workforce
training, and Al oversight

Legislative Council (LegCo) member Salleh Bostaman
has proposed structured forums to improve public
engagement with government ministries. Speaking on
the second day of the 21st LegCo session, he shared
findings from a nationwide survey conducted over four
months. The survey involved nearly 600 educators
from the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of
Religious Affairs and collected over 35,000 data points.
The results have been forwarded to ministries for
review.

On economic development, he stressed the need to
equip the local workforce with skills for the
downstream and petrochemical industries, advocating
for enhanced training and apprenticeship programs
aligned with industry demands. He also emphasized
the private sector’s role in strengthening the
petrochemical value chain.

Regarding artificial intelligence (Al), he acknowledged
its benefits but warned of potential risks, calling for the
creation of a dedicated team or agency to assess Al's
impact and ensure responsible implementation.
[Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Finance Ministry proposes BND
6.35 billion budget for 2025/2026 amid
rising deficits

(ga) The Ministry of Finance and Economy (MoFE) has
proposed a BND 6.35 billion (USD 4.70 billion) national
budget for the 2025/2026 financial year, showing a
BND 100 million increase from the previous year. The
announcement was made during the 21st Legislative
Council (LegCo) session.

Despite the budget increase, national revenues are
projected at BND 3.26 billion (USD 2.4 billion), resulting
in a widened deficit of BND 3.1 billion (USD 2.3 billion),
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up from BND 2.42 billion (USD 1.8 billion) in 2024/2025.
This continues the trend of fiscal deficits experienced
over the past decade.

Meanwhile, the country recorded a Gross National
Product (GDP) growth rate of 4.2 percent in 2024, the
highest since 1999. The unemployment rate has also
declined to 4.8 percent, signaling economic
improvement. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Government strengthens
cybersecurity measures against online
scams and threats

(ga) Brunei has intensified efforts to combat cyber
threats and online scams, blocking 82 fraudulent
websites and 557 phone numbers since 2024,
according to Minister of Transport and
Infocommunications Shamhary Mustapha. Speaking at
the 21st Legislative Council (LegCo) session, he
highlighted measures including collaboration with the
Royal Brunei Police Force (RBPF), Unified National
Networks (UNN), and telecom providers to prevent
online fraud. Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs)
have also been introduced to handle scam-related
complaints.

A key initiative led by the Authority for Info-
communications Technology Industry (AITI) is the re-
registration of prepaid SIM cards, running from
January to December 2025, to prevent misuse.
Additionally, Cyber Security Brunei (CSB) has launched
initiatives such as a cybersecurity conference with local
banks and a Fraud Intelligence Platform to monitor
scams.

Brunei is also working with ASEAN and Australia to
regulate social media usage among children, engaging
directly with Meta (Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram) to
request content removals. Meanwhile, AITI
collaborates with UNN to block websites violating the
Internet Code of Practice, with 135 sites blocked over
five years. However, regulating foreign content
remains a challenge, particularly with Virtual Private
Networks (VPNs) bypassing restrictions.

To address these issues, AlTl is partnering with the
Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Religious Affairs,
and the Ministry of Culture, Youth, and Sports on
responsible internet use campaigns. Brunei Computer
Emergency Response Team (BruCERT) continues to
educate the public on cybersecurity risks, while CSB is
working with the International Telecommunications
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Union (ITU) to establish a comprehensive online safety
framework for children. [Borneo Bulletin]

Cambodia: Prime minister orders
conversion of contract teacher exams to
full time positions

(sal) Prime Minister Hun Manet has instructed that
exams are to be held to allow primary teachers to
obtain full-time positions. This will enable experienced
teachers to secure permanent roles.

This comes as at the Ministry of Education’s annual
conference, the shortage of teachers was highlighted,
along with educators' reluctance to work in remote
areas. To address this, contract teachers will be
assigned and will take exams with lower standards.

These teachers will be promoted to full-time positions
after a training period of 12 to 18 months.
Furthermore, Hun Manet announced that one-year
contracts for educators will be extended to two years.
[The Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Workers abroad remit nearly
USD 3 billion in 2024

(dqgl) The Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training
has disclosed that Cambodian workers abroad sent
home approximately USD 2.95 billion in 2024, slightly
up from USD 2.94 billion in 2023.

A report of the ministry noted that 1.38 million
Cambodians were working overseas, an increase from
1.35 million the previous year. In 2024, the ministry
facilitated overseas employment for 44,862 workers,
including 17,270 women, while 18,561 workers,
including 6,934 women, returned home.

More than 1.2 million Cambodian migrant workers are
in Thailand, with others in South Korea, Japan,
Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Saudi Arabia.
Workers in Thailand and Malaysia earn about USD 400
per month on average, while those in South Korea and
Japan make approximately USD 1,500. [Khmer Times]
[The Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Plan on constructing two
regional hospitals in Siem Reap and
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Kampong Cham unveiled

(mfr) Prime Minister Hun Manet has announced plans
to construct two regional hospitals in Siem Reap and
Kampong Cham provinces. The facilities will be
equipped to handle major surgeries, including heart,
brain, and cancer treatments, enhancing healthcare
access in the regions.

The initiative aligns with Cambodia’s Roadmap for
Universal Health Coverage 2024-2035, aimed at
improving public health services. The country currently
operates 1,288 health centers and 132 hospitals, with
the new hospitals set to expand medical capabilities
and strengthen the national healthcare system.
[Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Success of Preach Sihanouk
investment program leads to nationwide
rollout

(sal) The Ministry of Economy and Finance has
announced that the success of the Preah Sihanouk
Special Investment Promotion Program will lead to
similar initiatives being implemented nationwide.

Launched on January 31, 2024, the program has been
instrumental in driving private investment in
Cambodia. Since then, over 200 projects have been
approved in Preah Sihanouk, with a total investment
capital of USD 6 billion USD.

To further boost economic growth, the government
plans to introduce additional investment incentives
under Cambodia’s investment laws in 2025 and 2026.
[The Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Siem Reap River renovation to
attract tourists

(sal) The Siem Reap River, a man-made waterway
flowing through Siem Reap Town, is set to undergo
renovations to transform it into a recreational area
aimed at attracting both locals and tourists. The
construction project is funded by a loan from the
South Korean government and also aims to reduce
flooding in the area.

As part of efforts to boost tourism, the provincial
administration plans to turn the 7-kilometer river into
a key attraction. Proposed improvements include the
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construction of three new stone bridges, riverbank
restoration, a spillway for flood protection, and an
upgraded irrigation system. [The Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Large quantity of illegal and
substandard goods destroyed

(dqgl) More than 100 types of illegal and substandard
goods, totaling approximately 507 tons, have been
destroyed, as part of a crackdown on tax evasion and
efforts to protect public health and safety, according to
the General Department of Customs and Excise of
Cambodia (GDCE) has destroyed. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Intensifies traffic law
enforcement on growing accidents and
distractions

(mfr) Cambodia is ramping up efforts to curb traffic
accidents, with the Minister of Interior and Chairman
of the National Road Safety Committee, Sar Sokha,
ordering stricter enforcement of speed limits.

During a recent road safety meeting, Sokha highlighted
that speeding was the primary cause of accidents in
2024, responsible for 41 percent of the 2,844 recorded
incidents, which led to 1,509 deaths and 3,720 injuries.
He called on provincial administrations to work
collectively to reduce accidents by 15 percent this year,
emphasizing that law enforcement must focus on
preventing reckless driving. He also addressed public
criticism of police issuing fines for speeding, stating
that compliance with speed limits would eliminate
penalties. [Khmer Times]

Indonesia: Government to establish task
force over allegation of corruption in oil
imports

(gk/aar) The Indonesian government plans to form a
task force to ensure that fuel sold across the nation
meets the set quality standards and specifications. The
team will address discrepancies in fuel quality that can
impact consumer rights and environmental standards,
Energy and Mineral Resources Minister Bahlil
Lahadalia told reporters on February 26.

This move comes in response to the growing concerns
over fuel quality in the market, as highlighted by
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consumers and regulatory bodies. Indonesia’s state-
owned oil and natural gas corporation PT Pertamina
has been accused of selling lower grade fuel RON 90,
in the name of RON 92, the superior grade fuel. It has
also been accused of violating government restrictions
on crude oil imports.

Investigations point out that the suspects arranged
policies to reduce domestic refinery oil production,
paving the way for large-scale imports, not complying
with the applicable regulations that prioritize domestic
crude oil supply over oil imports. Adding more
seriousness to the situation, the Attorney General's
Office has previously arrested three Pertamina
executives, including the president director, over
alleged corruption that cost the state USD 12 billion.
Meanwhile PT Pertamina has denied these
accusations.

Explaining the purchase of RON 90 and RON 92, that
are sold widely in Indonesia, Lahadalia underlined the
importance of improving the arrangement of fuel
import permits. He explained that the minister is
looking into fixing the issue by granting fuel import
permits only for 6 months, and not one year, at a time.
[Antara]

Asked by reporters about Pertamina'’s corruption
allegations, President Prabowo Subianto vowed to
clean up Pertamina and pledged firm action to uphold
the regulations. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Anti-child exploitation task
force established

(aar) The Indonesian Ministry of Women's
Empowerment and Child Protection (PPPA) is
establishing a special task force to combat child
exploitation and abuse in the digital space. The
initiative includes enhancing online surveillance,
improving digital literacy in schools, and collaborating
with digital platform operators to strengthen security
measures.

With over 15,000 reported cases of online sexual
violence against children, the government is
prioritizing cross-sectoral efforts to address growing
digital threats, including online gambling and
exploitation. In parallel, the Ministry of Communication
and Digital Affairs is finalizing regulations to enforce
stricter age requirements for social media, reinforcing
Indonesia’'s commitment to child online safety. [Antara]
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Indonesia: Calls for regulating cooperative
involvement in oil and gas sector voiced

(aar) The Deputy Minister of Cooperatives, Ferry
Juliantono, has urged the Ministry of Energy and
Mineral Resources (ESDM) to issue regulations allowing
Indonesian cooperatives to manage oil and gas fields.
Highlighting successful cooperative-led operations in
idle wells, he emphasized the potential for broader
involvement.

In response, Deputy Minister of ESDM Yuliot Tanjung
confirmed that a regulation is being drafted to close
the regulatory gap and formalize cooperative
participation in oil and gas management. [Antara]

Indonesia: Stock market declines amidst
new US tariffs

(gk) The Jakarta stock market faced a decline as global
financial markets reacted to trade policy uncertainties
following the announcement of tariffs by former
United States President Donald Trump. The Jakarta
Composite Index (JCl) dropped 0.63 percent to 6,478.6
on the morning of March 3.

The U.S. imposed a 25 percent tariff on imports from
Canada and Mexico and a 10 percent levy on Chinese
goods. Beijing hinted at possible retaliatory measures,
including restrictions on US agricultural imports such
as soybeans.

The tariffs raised concerns about potential disruptions
to international trade. This development led to
increased risk aversion among investors, prompting a
sell-off that contributed to falling stock prices in
Jakarta. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Ministry of Environment to
promote carbon trading market

(gk) During a meeting with Commission XII of the
House of Representatives, which oversees matters
related to environmental affairs, Deputy Minister for
Climate Change Control Ari Sudijanto informed that
the government is promoting Indonesia’s carbon
trading market through mutual recognition
agreements (MRAs) with other countries.

He acknowledged that the carbon market is new and
not yet well-known to buyers. Carbon developers, after
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their registration with the National Registry System,
use international schemes. He suggested that the
government is looking into introducing Indonesia’s
carbon market to carbon developers when they are
trading in the secondary market.

Besides this, he also informed the committee that
Carbon sales certificates need to be regulated and
monitored, to avoid the issue of selling them twice and
being claimed by more than one party. He further
emphasized that the measurement of the key
performance index of the carbon exchange platform
will be adjusted to the new National Medium-Term
Development Plan (RPJMN) on the volume of
greenhouse gas emission reductions from various
sectors. [Antara]

Indonesia: Government eyes waste-to-
energy technology and Policy Updates

(aar) Indonesia is exploring technology to convert
waste into renewable energy and coal blending, with
interest from several developed countries.
Coordinating Minister for Food Affairs Zulkifli Hasan
emphasized the need for updated policies, as existing
regulations on waste management have expired. A
new team will be formed to draft policies supporting
waste processing. Hasan also stressed collaboration
between central and local governments, along with
public awareness, to effectively tackle waste issues.
[Antara]

Indonesia: Ministry to boost economic
growth through export villages

(aar) The Ministry of Villages and Development of
Disadvantaged Regions is preparing to establish
thousands of export villages across Indonesia to
enhance economic growth. Minister Yandri Susanto
highlighted the untapped potential of Indonesian
villages, urging the optimization of resources for
export purposes. He cited Ngoran Village in East Java,
known for processing cowhide into djembe drums for
export, as a successful model. The Ministry seeks
collaboration with various stakeholders to achieve this
initiative, aiming to contribute to an eight per cent
economic growth target set by President Prabowo
Subianto. The initiative also aims to reduce
unemployment through training and support for
village-owned enterprises and MSMEs. [Antara]
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Indonesia: Major blow to textile industry

(Ip) On March 1, Sri Rejeki Isman (Sritex), Indonesia's
largest textile company, permanently closed its Central
Java operations following a bankruptcy. The shutdown
came after the Supreme Court upheld the Semarang
District Court's bankruptcy declaration, rejecting
Sritex's appeal and finalizing the company's fate
despite government promises of assistance. The
bankruptcy followed a successful lawsuit by creditor
Indo Bharat Rayon over unpaid debts, which annulled
a previous debt restructuring agreement and
culminated in December's final Supreme Court ruling.

The closure affects nearly 11,000 workers across
Sritex's facilities in Sukoharjo, Boyolali, and Semarang,
with the largest facility in Sukoharjo accounting for
more than 8,500 jobs.

Founded 58 years ago, Sritex had grown into a global
textile powerhouse with an international reputation,
even supplying camouflage military uniforms to NATO
countries. Its collapse represents a significant setback
for Indonesia's textile and garment industry, which has
been struggling with declining export demand, rising
operational costs, and intensifying competition from
regional manufacturers in Vietnam and Bangladesh.
Despite these challenges, the textile sector remains
crucial to Indonesia's economy as a major non-oil-and-
gas contributor to GDP and a significant source of
employment nationwide. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Kratom exports boosted with
new regulations

(gk) Indonesian Trade Minister Budi Santoso has
announced the successful export of 13 containers of
kratom products by PT Oneject Indonesia to the United
States and Europe. Weighing 351 tons and with a value
of USD 1.05 million, the shipment highlights
Indonesia’s efforts to enhance the export value of
kratom commodity.

Minister Santoso added that kratom is now exported in
finished products, as mandated by the latest
regulations that prohibit the export of raw kratom
leaves. The latest regulation addresses previous issues
faced by Indonesian farmers, such as degraded
product quality, low prices, and lost economic
opportunities, when importing countries reprocessed
raw leaves into higher-value products. He also
expressed optimism that the new regulations would
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stimulate growth in the kratom sector, while stressing
the importance of identifying promising international
markets for the commodity.

Kratom is a tropical tree native to Southeast Asia,
particularly in countries like Indonesia, Thailand,
Malaysia, and Myanmar. Its leaves have been
traditionally used for their medicinal properties and
psychoactive effects. [Antara]

Indonesia: New initiative to boost
sustainable tourism launched

(aar) State tourism holding ITDC (Injourney) has
launched a tree-planting initiative in the Mandalika
Special Economic Zone, Central Lombok, as part of the
Injourney Green program. This effort aligns with
Indonesia’s Net Zero Carbon and Zero Waste targets
while contributing to sustainable tourism.

The program aims to plant 27,850 trees by 2025, with
an initial target of 10,000 trees before the 2024
Indonesian GP. In addition to tree planting,
environmental clean-ups are being conducted to
preserve Mandalika's natural beauty. The initiative
involves employees, local communities, and
stakeholders to promote real sustainable practices.
[Antara]

Indonesia: Government pursues new
approach to marine conservation

(Ip) Indonesia's Marine Affairs and Fisheries Ministry is
implementing new strategies to support marine
conservation and national food security by ensuring
sustainable fishery resources and improving the
welfare of coastal communities. One of its key
initiatives is the small-scale fisheries Impact Bond, an
outcome-based financing scheme that involves private
investors to strengthen coastal economies while
achieving conservation and food security goals.

The ministry is working towards protecting a significant
portion of Indonesia's marine areas through
conservation and other effective area-based
conservation measures. With millions of hectares
already designated as conservation zones, the
government plans to expand these efforts in
collaboration with various partners. To fund these
large-scale initiatives, the ministry is exploring
innovative financial instruments, such as debt swaps
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for nature in partnership with the US government and
coral reef bonds with the World Bank.

These efforts align with Marine Affairs and Fisheries
Minister Sakti Wahyu Trenggono's commitment to a
blue economy approach, which seeks to balance
ecological preservation with economic growth for
future generations. [Antara News]

Indonesia: Anti-corruption body to
investigate EXIM bank over potential
losses of USD 710 million

(gk) The Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK) has
uncovered a potential state loss of USD 710 million,
linked to credit facilities issued by Indonesia Eximbank
to 11 debtors.

While issuing a statement at the agency's
headquarters, KPK's acting director informed that KPK
has been investigating the case since March 2024,
focusing on 11 debtors who received loans from the
EXIM bank. KPK suspects that the executives of the
EXIM bank had a conflict of interest in approving credit
to the debtors, and that the EXIM bank executives
failed to oversee how the credit was used, instructing
subordinates to continue disbursing loans even when
they were deemed unfeasible. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Police dismantle international
human trafficking network

(Ip) The National Police Criminal Investigation Unit has
uncovered a human trafficking operation sending
Indonesian migrant workers to Bahrain under false
pretenses. Three suspectswere arrested for their roles
in the scheme, which had operated since 2022 and
generated hundreds of millions of rupiah in profits.
The victim who reported the case was promised work
as a hotel employee but was forced to work as a spa
attendant after paying an IDR 15 million (USD 900)
departure fee.

Senior Commissioner Amingga Meilana Primastito
stated that authorities were working with financial
regulators and international agencies to further
investigate the network's overseas connections.

The suspects face serious charges under Indonesia's
human trafficking and migrant worker protection laws,
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with potential prison sentences of up to 15 years and
fines reaching billions of rupiah. [Antara News]

Laos: Launch of the 5th population and
housing census

(tas) Laos has officially kicked off preparations for its
5th Population and Housing Census. Deputy Prime
Minister Dr. Kikeo Khaykhamphithoune stressed the
census's role in tracking demographic trends,
employment, migration, and housing conditions,
making it essential for economic and social
development.

As the country's first-ever digital census, it promises
more accurate insights to guide policies on
urbanization, labor markets, and infrastructure. With
fieldwork set for October, the census aims to capture a
comprehensive picture of Laos’ population, including
vulnerable groups, to inform evidence-based
policymaking for a more inclusive future.

The findings will serve as a reference for preparing the
monitoring framework for the country's tenth five-year
National Social Economic Development Plan for 2026
to 2030. [Vientiane Times]

Laos: Enforcing stricter foreign currency
deposit rules

(tas) Starting on April 5, the Bank of Laos (BOL) will
implement new regulations on foreign currency
deposit accounts to enhance financial transparency
and oversight. Individuals and businesses must prove
the legitimacy of their foreign currency sources before
opening an account. Transfers between account
holders will incur a 0.5 percent fee, with daily limits set
at USD 1,000 for individuals and USD 10,000 for
businesses without documentation.

Larger transfers require proof of purpose, such as
invoices or contracts, which can be submitted at bank
branches or via mobile apps. The policy aims to
encourage bank deposits over cash holdings, stabilize
the exchange rate, and curb unregulated currency
exchanges while maintaining existing rules for
international trade and investment transactions.
[Laotian Times]
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Laos: Government eyes 4.8 percent
economic growth in 2025

(tas) The Lao government is intensifying efforts to
achieve its 4.8 percent economic growth target for
2025, focusing on key industries, infrastructure
development, and inflation control. In 2024, Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) reached 4.6 percent, 0.1
percent higher than set by the National Assembly.

At the February cabinet meeting, chaired by Prime
Minister Sonexay Siphandone, economic progress was
reviewed and priority strategies for March outlined.
Despite global challenges, Laos saw a rise in revenue
collection, trade, and a decline in inflation, signaling
economic stability.

Revenue collection in February saw a 64.85 percent
increase compared to the same period last year, while
the value of imports and exports, excluding electricity,
rose by 11.7 percent. The inflation rate decreased from
15.5 percent in January to 12.7 percent in February.

Key measures in 2025 include boosting agricultural
productivity, expanding mineral processing, enhancing
energy security, and improving tourism and transport
infrastructure. The authorities are also refining
financial regulations to strengthen the national
currency and promote exports while limiting
unnecessary imports. [The Star]

Laos: Swine fever hits province

(dgl) The central Xaysomboun province has been
declared a red zone following the detection of African
swine fever (ASF) in Vanghai village, Thathom district,
on February 19. In response, Lao authorities banned
the processing and sale of infected pork to prevent
further spread.

Surveillance has been increased in Xaysomboun and
Bolikhamxay provinces. Inspections and sample
collection have been conducted to minimize losses,
while farmers have been urged to strengthen
biosecurity measures and comply with movement
restrictions.

Although ASF is not transmissible to humans, it is
highly lethal to pigs and wild boars, with a near 100
percent mortality rate. The virus can survive up to
three years in frozen meat and one year in dried meat,
requiring high temperatures to be eradicated.
[Vietham+]
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Malaysia: Parliament passes Constitution
Amendment Bill for parliamentary
autonomy

(ga) The Dewan Rakyat, Malaysia's House of
Representatives, has passed the Constitution
(Amendment) Bill 2025, aimed at strengthening
parliamentary autonomy.

The amendments include a clause ensuring that
elected presidents of the Dewan Negara (Senate) and
speakers of the Dewan Rakyat, along with their
deputies, will not be disqualified from their positions
due to membership in the Parliamentary Service
Council, which is responsible for overseeing the
administration and management of the Dewan Rakyat.
However, they must not receive any remuneration,
gifts, or benefits from this role.

Additionally, the bill grants the Yang di-Pertuan Agong,
Malaysia's king, the power to appoint the Secretaries of
both parliamentary houses, further separating these
positions from executive control.

The passing of this bill will also lead to the government
appointing two senators and four MPs, including two
opposition representatives, to the Parliamentary
Services Council, reflecting a commitment to bipartisan
governance. [The Rakyat Post] [Bernama 1]

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim expressed appreciation

to Members of Parliament (MPs) for supporting the bill
and emphasized that the bill reinforces Parliament as a
platform for free expression.

The Dewan Rakyat passed the bill with the backing of
148 MPs through bloc voting. Speaker Johari Abdul
confirmed that 17 MPs were absent, while 57
abstained. [Bernama 2]

Malaysia: Chow Kon Yeow reappointed as
Penang PH chairman for 2024-2026

(ga) Penang State Chief Minister Chow Kon Yeow has
been reappointed as Penang Pakatan Harapan (PH)
chairman for the 2024-2026 term during the ruling
coalition’s annual general meeting on February 27. The
new leadership lineup includes 33 members, with the
Democratic Action Party (DAP), People's Justice Party
(Parti Keadilan Rakyat, PKR) and the Amanah party
each represented by 11 members.
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Chow emphasized that the appointments reinforce the
coalition’s commitment to governance, public welfare,
and cooperation with Barisan Nasional (BN) which is
part of the PH-led unity government under Prime
Minister Anwar Ibrahim for sustainable development in
Penang.

The meeting was initially scheduled for 2024 but was
postponed due to scheduling constraints. Chow also
stepped down as Penang DAP chairman after 25 years,
with Minister of Human Resources Steven Sim Chee
Keong taking over the position. [Bernama]

Malaysia: UMNO shortlists six candidates
for Ayer Kuning by-election

(ga) The United Malays National Organisation (UMNO)
party has shortlisted six candidates from the Tapah
UMNO Division for the upcoming Ayer Kuning state by-
election, pending the UMNO Supreme Council’s final
decision.

Perak UMNO chairman Seri Saarani Mohamad stated
that the Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition, of which
UMNO is a key member, is preparing for the election
without waiting for the Election Commission’s (EC)
announcement, as a by-election must be held within
60 days. Initially, eight names were proposed, but two
candidates withdrew, leaving six contenders. The final
candidate list will be announced soon, with the
remaining nominees expected to support the chosen
representative.

The Ayer Kuning seat became vacant following the
passing of its incumbent, Ishsam Shahruddin, on
February 22. Ishsam, who was Tapah UMNO division
chief since 2018, won the seat in the 15th General
Election in 2022 with a majority of 2,213 votes.
[Bernama] [The Star]

Malaysia: Parliament approves Auditor-
General’s Report 1/2025 motion

(ga) The Parliament (Dewan Rakyat) has passed a
motion on the Auditor-General's Report (LKAN) 1/2025,
reviewing financial statements of federal agencies for
2023 to address issues of leakages, non-compliance,
and planning weaknesses. The motion, tabled by
Minister in the Prime Minister's Department (Law and
Institutional Reform) Azalina Othman, was approved by
a majority vote after debates by 18 MPs.
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Higher Education Minister Zambry Abdul Kadir clarified
that public universities' financial allocations are based
on operational needs and do not constitute business
losses, dismissing related claims the public universities
incurred losses. Moreover, Deputy Minister of Rural
and Regional Development Rubiah Wang explained
that the development agency (MARA)'s undeployed
MYR 2.39 billion (USD 501.9 million) in development
grants are committed to ongoing projects, including
deferred sponsorship and business financing.

Azalina urged state governments to follow the federal
model by allowing state assembly debates on the
Auditor-General's Report to enhance transparency. She
emphasized that ministers must address recurring
concerns raised in LKAN 1/2025 to ensure better
financial management. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Parliament passes Media
Council Bill to strengthen press freedom
and governance

(ga) The Dewan Rakyat, Malaysia's House of
Representatives, passed the Malaysian Media Council
(MMC) Bill 2024 on February 26, establishing an
independent body to uphold media freedom, set
industry standards, and ensure public access to
credible information. Deputy Communications Minister
Teo Nie Ching stated that discussions on forming the
MMC date back to 1973, but it was only approved by
the Cabinet in 2019, with regular consultations
resuming in 2023.

The MMC will serve as a platform for addressing public
complaints, setting ethical guidelines, and enhancing
professionalism within the media sector. It will also
oversee journalist training, maintain a database of
media practitioners, and facilitate engagement
between the government, media, and the public.

The media council is to be managed by a board
comprising a chairman and representatives from the
following categories: two government representatives
nominated by the communications minister, four
members representing media companies, four
members representing media associations, four non-
media members, and six members that may be
appointed by the aforementioned members to ensure
equal representation from the aspects of gender,
locality and diversity of media by the languages and
the formats

The bill also mandates female representation in every
board category and requires members from Sabah or
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Sarawak to ensure regional inclusivity. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Government eases solar SelCo
rules, expands renewable energy
initiatives

(ga) The Malaysian government has introduced
improvements to the Self-Consumption (SelCo) solar
energy program, including exempting all categories
from the requirement to install energy storage systems
until December 31. Deputy Prime Minister Fadillah
Yusof stated that the revisions aim to ease financial
burdens on industry players and support adaptation to
the new regulations.

Speaking at the National Energy Award (NEA)
appreciation ceremony, Fadillah also highlighted
efforts to enhance Malaysia's energy transition. This
includes expanding renewable energy (RE) generation
through the Large-Scale Solar (LSS) program, targeting
up to 6,000MW capacity in 2025 and 2026. The
construction of the country's largest solar power plant
(650MWp) and floating solar plant (450MWp) is set to
commence in late 2027.

To support green electricity access, the government is
implementing new initiatives such as the Corporate
Renewable Energy Supply Scheme, increasing Net
Energy Metering quotas, and advancing cross-border
RE trading with Singapore. Additional measures
include promoting firm supply RE sources like biogas,
biomass, and small hydro under the Feed-in Tariff and
Low Carbon Energy Generation Programmes.
[Bernama]

Malaysia: Digital Ministry launches Al
adaptation guidelines for public sector

(ga) The Ministry of Digital has introduced the Public
Sector Al Adaptation Guidelines to facilitate
responsible Al adoption across government agencies.
The 158-page document outlines Al principles,
stakeholder responsibilities, risk management,
adaptation methods, and self-assessment tools for
evaluating Al implementation.

Digital Minister Gobind Singh emphasized that the
guidelines prioritize accountability, transparency, and
fairness to prevent Al from operating without
oversight. Feedback will be collected every three
months for continuous improvements.
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Developed by the National Digital Department (JDN) in
collaboration with the Malaysia Digital Economy
Corporation (MDEC), the guidelines are accessible
online. A national public sector Al seminar is scheduled
for August as a follow-up initiative.

In a separate announcement, the ministry plans to
launch a new initiative in March to assist MSMEs in
integrating digital technology. Gobind noted that while
MSMEs make up 97% of Malaysia's businesses, many
remain unprepared for digital transformation.
[Bernama]

Malaysia: Bumiputera Economic Council
to oversee PUTERA35 implementation

(ga) Deputy Prime Minister Ahmad Zahid announced
that the Bumiputera Economic Council will oversee the
implementation of the Bumiputera Economic
Transformation Plan 2035 (PUTERA35) through
systematic monitoring and reporting. Bumiputera
refers to the indigenous people of the country, as well
as certain groups of people who are considered
"native" or "indigenous" under Malaysian law.

The Economy Ministry, Rural and Regional
Development Ministry, Bumiputera Agenda Steering
Unit, and People's Trust Council (MARA) will serve as
joint secretariats to ensure the effectiveness of the
plan’s initiatives.

Launched in August 2024, PUTERA35 is a decade-long
framework to strengthen Malaysia's indigenous people
(Bumiputera) economic participation, ownership, and
dominance. The plan targets 70 percent Bumiputera
representation in skilled employment, 30 percent
equity ownership by individuals and mandated
agencies, 20% equity control in government-linked
companies (GLCs) and government-linked investment
companies (GLICs), 97 percent graduate employment,
and the eradication of hardcore poverty among
Bumiputera communities.

PUTERA35 focuses on three key areas: participation
through skills development and education, ownership
via business financing and investment incentives, and
economic control by ensuring social mobility and
access to high-quality jobs. The plan also includes
policies to enhance the Bumiputera economic
ecosystem with continuous support from relevant
agencies. [Bernamal
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Malaysia: 5G coverage hits 82.4 percent,
user adoption surges

(ga) Malaysia's 5G network coverage has expanded to
82.4 percent of populated areas as of December 2024,
ranking the country among the fastest in
communication access expansion, according to Deputy
Communications Minister Teo Nie Ching. User
adoption has also surged, with 53.35 percent of the
population now using 5G, up from 24.6 percent the
previous year. [Bernama]

Malaysia: MACC detains five civil servants
in e-waste bribery probe

(ga) The Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission
(MACC) has detained five civil servants for allegedly
soliciting and accepting bribes to avoid taking
enforcement action against e-waste factories in a
southern district. Their arrests follow the recent
detention of 18 individuals linked to similar offences.

The suspects, all men aged 20 to 40, were taken into
custody at the MACC office in Melaka while providing
statements. A six-day remand order was issued by the
Ayer Keroh Magistrate's Court. Investigations revealed
that some officials accepted bribes ranging from MYR
1,000 to MYR 20,000 as one-off payments, while others
collected MYR 12,000 monthly from the factories.

MACC Senior Director of Investigation Zainul Darus
confirmed the case is being investigated under Section
16(b)(A) of the MACC Act 2009. The arrests follow a
nationwide crackdown on illegal e-waste processing
factories, resulting in MYR 3.8 billion (USD 853 million)
worth of seizures between January 2024 and February
2025. [Free Malaysia Today] [Bernama]

Myanmar: TNLA preparing for another
meeting with the junta to discuss
ceasefire

(hw) The Ta'ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) has
announced that it is preparing for another meeting
with the junta to discuss a ceasefire. China had
facilitated a dialogue between the two parties on
February 16 in Kunming, but the meeting ended
without any conclusive results (see AR No. 7,
February/2025, 3).
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The TNLA stated that it is facing significant pressure
from China but is still finalizing its strategy for the
upcoming meeting. Despite preparations for ceasefire
discussions, hostilities have continued between the
two sides. The military has carried out ongoing
airstrikes on areas controlled by the TNLA, while
military infiltrations have led to clashes between the
two groups.

Currently, the TNLA is launching an offensive to
capture Taung Hkam, a town in northern Shan State,
with the military deploying significant resources to
defend the town. In October 2023, the TNLA, along
with two allies—the Arakan Army (AA) and the
Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA)
—initiated Operation 1027, which resulted in the fall of
major towns and military outposts across northeastern
Myanmar. Under pressure from China, the MNDAA has
already agreed to a ceasefire with the military.
Meanwhile, the Arakan Army continues to fight the
junta in western Myanmar for control of Rakhine State.
[DVB, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Two Chin groups agree to form
joint council

(hw) Two Chin resistance organizations, the Chinland
Council and the Interim Chin National Consultative
Council (ICNCC), have announced their agreement to
form a united front called the Chin National Council.
The decision was driven by the existence of two
separate Chin councils and the desire to unify them.

Salai Min Nyo, Vice Chairman of the Chinland Council,
expressed hope that the new united front would
enhance cooperation in administrative and military
affairs. To establish the Chin National Council, the two
groups will appoint a committee to draft its
constitution.

Previously, the existence of two separate councils had
drawn criticism, as they often operated as rivals. [Radio
Free Asia, in Burmese]

When the resistance began in 2021, most Chin
resistance groups came together under the common
umbrella of the ICNCC. However, in April 2023, the
Chin National Front (CNF), a group with origins dating
back to 1988, withdrew from the ICNCC and
established a parallel body, the Chinland Council. This
split persisted until a reconciliation agreement was
reached. [Frontier Myanmar]
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Myanmar: NLD forms committee to
challenge arrest warrants against Aung
San Suu Kyi and U Htin Kyaw

(anl) On February 27, the National League for
Democracy (NLD) announced the formation of a
committee to seek the removal of arrest warrants
issued by an Argentine court against State Counsellor
Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and former President U Htin
Kyaw.

The warrants, issued over allegations of genocide
against the Rohingya in Rakhine State, were strongly
criticized by the NLD, which described them as deeply
concerning for Myanmar citizens resisting military
dictatorship. The party urged the Argentine court to
reconsider the warrants and stated that the newly
established Justice Seeking Committee would
collaborate with individuals and organizations working
toward the same goal. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: NUG appoints new counselor to
Prime Minister’s Office

(hw) Myanmar's parallel administration, the National
Unity Government (NUG), has reportedly appointed

Naing Htoo Aung as the new counselor to the Prime
Minister's Office.

Naing Htoo Aung previously served as Secretary of
NUG's Ministry of Defense until his resignation on
February 10, 2025, amid controversy. The reasons for
his departure remain undisclosed.

Before the 2021 military coup, he was a member of the
lower house of parliament, the Pyithu Hluttaw, winning
elections in both 2015 and 2020. Following the coup,
he joined the Committee Representing Pyidaungsu
Hluttaw (CRPH), a body composed of ousted
lawmakers, before later becoming Secretary of NUG's
Ministry of Defense. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]
[Mizzimal]

Myanmar: Five political prisoners die in
2025 due to lack of medical care

(hw) According to the Political Prisoners Network
Myanmar (PPNM), five political prisoners died in 2025
due to inadequate medical treatment in prisons. The
deaths occurred in January and February 2025, and it is
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believed that the actual number could be higher than
the reported five.

Two of the prisoners, one male and one female, died in
February at Obo Prison in Mandalay. The other three
died at Tharrawaddy Prison, Daik-U Prison, and a
police station in Yin Mar Bin.

PPNM believes that as reports of insufficient medical
care could damage the reputation of the prison
system, authorities have reportedly attempted to
suppress the news. PPNM argues that to prevent
further deaths, the junta must revise its policies on
prisoners' medical needs. This includes stationing
doctors at prisons, sending prisoners to external
medical facilities when necessary, and improving
prison dietary policies.

In 2024, PPNM reported the deaths of 24 political
prisoners across the country. [Radio Free Asia, in
Burmese]

Myanmar: NUG arrests administrator
accused of committing rape

(hw) Myanmar's parallel government, the National
Unity Government (NUG), announced the arrest of
Myint Zaw Oo, the leader of the Kanbalu Township
People’s Administration, who is accused of raping a 25-
year-old female prisoner.

Myint Zaw Oo had represented the National League for
Democracy (NLD) in the 2020 general election,
competing for a seat in the Sagaing Region Parliament.
However, the 2021 coup prevented him from taking up
his role as a Member of Parliament. Instead, he joined
the armed resistance against the military and later
became the leader of the Kanbalu Township People’s
Administration. [Myanmar Now, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Civil society organizations urge
SEANF to expel Human Rights Commission

(anl) On February 28, the CSO Working Group on
Independent NHRIs (Burma/Myanmar) and the Asian
NGO Network on National Human Rights Institutions
(ANNI) released an open letter urging the Southeast
Asia National Human Rights Institution Forum (SEANF)
to remove the Myanmar National Human Rights
Commission (MNHRC) from its network.
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This call follows MNHRC's de-accreditation by the
Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions
(GANHRI). The letter criticizes MNHRC's silence on
serious allegations against the Myanmar military,
including genocide and other international crimes
being addressed by the International Court of Justice
(1)) and the International Criminal Court (ICC).

The groups argue that maintaining MNHRC's
membership threatens SEANF's credibility and
institutional integrity. They strongly urge SEANF to
publicly announce MNHRC's removal, update all
relevant platforms, and immediately cease all
engagement with the commission. They also request
formal confirmation of MNHRC's removal without
delay. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Junta introduces new QR
payment system

(hw) The junta’s Ministry of Information announced on
February 27 the introduction of a national online
payment system called MMQR.

Critics argue that the military could exploit users'
information for political control and have urged people
to avoid using the system. [Development Media Group,
in Burmese]

Myanmar: Two resistance groups in
Magway Region merge

(hw) Two resistance groups in Magway Region have
merged to form a single resistance force. The groups
involved are the Yaw Army (YA) and the Yaw People’s
Defense Force (YPDF), with the latter integrating into
the former. A spokesperson from YA stated that the
merger is the result of efforts to create a unified
resistance army in the region, emphasizing that the
YPDF joined the YA voluntarily.

In its official announcement, YA described the merger
as an important step toward achieving unity in the Yaw
region and stated that the newly merged force would
be better equipped to combat military
authoritarianism. Prior to the merger, other resistance
groups had already joined YA, and the organization
continues to work toward consolidating all resistance
forces in the region, as some groups still operate
independently. YA has cooperated with the Arakan
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Army (AA) and the Chin Brotherhood in battles for
towns in Chin State. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar: TNLA raids KIA outpost

(hw) The Ta'ang National Liberation Army (TNLA)
raided a Kachin Independence Army (KIA) base in
Mantong Township, Shan State, which led to a fierce
hand-to-hand confrontation between the personnel of
the two resistance groups.

The base, located in a village seven miles from the
main town of Mantong, was raided by a large number
of TNLA forces, attacking KIA personnel and resulting
in eleven injuries on the KIA side. Two videos circulated
on social media show KIA personnel being slapped,
kicked, and punched by TNLA members.

The KIA considers Mantong Township to fall under the
jurisdiction of its 4th Brigade, which is why the base
was established there. Despite being nominal allies,
tensions have arisen between the frontline personnel
of the KIA and TNLA, leading to frequent clashes.
Although both groups have stated their intention to
resolve the issue, tensions persist. [Myanmar Now, in
Burmese]

The KIA expressed its willingness to engage in
discussions with the TNLA to address the conflict. [BBC
News, in Burmese]

Myanmar: KIA headquarters attacked
with suicide drones

(hw) During the struggle for the major town of Bhamo
in Kachin State, the military has been attacking Laiza, a
town on the China-Myanmar border where the Kachin
Independence Army (KIA) headquarters is located, with
suicide drones, according to local sources.

A local reported that the attacks occurred on February
24 and 25, destroying several houses. On the main
battlefield in Bhamo, the military is using drones and
artillery to defend the town. Additionally, the military
has increased the frequency of airstrikes on KIA's No. 6
Brigade in Hpa-kant Township. One airstrike in a village
near Laiza resulted in 29 deaths, including 11 children.
[Radio Free Asia, in Burmesel.
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Myanmar: Junta attacks Mobye near
Naypyitaw

(hw) The junta has launched its offensive on Mobye, a
town in southern Shan State about 100 miles east of
Naypyitaw. The strategic importance of Mobye in
controlling Naypyitaw, Myanmar's capital, prompted
the military to initiate the offensive. A combined force
of junta personnel from the 422nd Light Infantry
Battalion and the Pa'ao National Army (PNO) faced
fierce resistance from local forces, primarily the
Karenni Nationalities Defence Force (KNDF), according
to local sources.

So far, the KNDF and its allies have suffered four
casualties, while the military’'s casualties remain
unknown. The local source reported hearing gunfire
and witnessing the military’'s response, which included
drone-delivered bombs.

Mobye had been under the control of resistance forces
since the onset of Operation (1111) in November 2023.
After the military recaptured His-hseng, it has been
attempting to retake Mobye since September 2024.
His-Seing and Mobye are major nodes on the highway
going through the region and it is reported that the
military is attempting to advance along the highway
from Hsi-Seing toward Mobye. The town of Mobye
consists of eleven residential wards and is home to
approximately 30,000 people. Locals have fled to
nearby areas since the conflict began. [Radio Free Asia,
in Burmese]

Myanmar: Battle for junta-controlled
Kyaukphyu Township

(hw/nf) According to local sources, fighting between
the junta and the Arakan Army (AA) has been ongoing
for control of Kyaukphyu Township in Rakhine State.

The clash began when a military column departed
from the Danyawati Naval Headquarters and entered a
village, where it was attacked by AA forces. Following
the clash, both sides exchanged artillery fire. While the
extent of the damage has not been reported, the battle
has been ongoing since February 20, and it was
reported that the military conducted airstrikes on
February 27. [The Irrawaddy]

In addition to the naval headquarters, two other naval
bases, three light infantry battalions, and one police
battalion are stationed in Kyaukphyu. Due to the


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-trl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-trr/

conflict, locals from nearby villages have been forced
to flee the area. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Junta blocks civilian evacuations as Arakan Army encircles
key naval base in Kyaukphyu

In a related development, the military government has
cut villagers off from a means of escape from five
villages around the Dhanyawadi Naval Base in
Kyaukphyu Township, Rakhine State. Residents have
not been heard from since February 24, and their
whereabouts are feared amid constant shellfire and
bombing.

The junta allegedly employed heavy firepower to keep
civilians from escaping, while military officials indicate
that AA forces have besieged major junta facilities,
such as Police Battalion 32, Light Infantry Battalion
542, and Infantry Battalion 34. The fighting has been
intense, with the AA attacking in tandem at a police
outpost and the naval base, with fatalities on both
sides.

As the AA continues to advance, according to reports,
around 20 junta soldiers, including lieutenant colonels,
have been detained, and some others tried to escape.
In retaliation, junta troops have been conducting
ongoing airstrikes and artillery attacks on surrounding
villages, killing and injuring civilians.

The fight for Kyaukphyu is of specific importance
because of the huge Chinese development schemes in
the region. The AA having captured 14 Rakhine State
towns, the fight for Kyaukphyu is a key phase of its
drive to capture the other coastal strongholds.
[Mizzima] [Narinjara News]

Myanmar: Junta airstrikes

(hw/nf) Myanmar's military junta has conducted
airstrike campaigns, targeting both military bases
holding prisoners of war and civilian areas, resulting in
numerous casualties, including civilians and resistance
fighters.

Junta airstrikes on AA-controlled military base kills 30
POWSs

The Myanmar military junta’s aerial bombing of a
military base currently under the control of the Arakan
Army (AA) in Maungdaw Township, northern Rakhine
State, resulted in the deaths of more than 30 captured
junta soldiers, with an additional ten individuals
injured. A source confirmed that the total death toll is
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32, adding that the AA will release further details about
the event.

On the night of February 28, two jet fighters dropped
two 500-pound bombs on the military base, hitting
facilities where the AA was holding prisoners of war
(POWs). According to the source, the AA had detained
Brigadier-General Thurein Tun, the head of a local
military command, who was captured by the AA in
December 2024, for interrogation at the base. It is
speculated that the airstrike was intended to silence
Thurein Tun to prevent him from disclosing sensitive
military information, though this report remains
unconfirmed. [Narinjara, in Burmese]

This is not the first time the military has conducted
airstrikes on facilities where POWSs are detained. On
September 8, 2024, an airstrike on a facility in Pauktaw
Township, Rakhine State, resulted in the deaths of
seven POWSs. [Myanmar Now, in Burmese]

Junta airstrikes kill 20 civilians in Magway

On February 25, a junta airstrike bombed a wedding
ceremony at the Sonkone Village monastery in Myaing
Township, Magway Region, killing around 20 people
and injuring many others. The attack occurred during
rush hour, resulting in a high casualty count. Witnesses
reported that Myanmar's air force dropped several
bombs directly on the gathering.

The bride and groom, both members of the local
resistance, were hosting the ceremony when the
airstrike took place. The majority of the victims were
wedding attendants from the village. Local resistance
sources have confirmed that at least 22 people were
injured, though the full death toll remains unclear as
rescue operations are ongoing, hampered by fears of
further airstrikes.

This incident is part of an alarming rise in junta air
raids in Magway Region, an administrative region
located in central Myanmar, increasingly targeting
civilian gatherings. Just a few days earlier, on February
23, paramotor attacks in Sidoktaya Township resulted
in the deaths of eight civilians. Pro-military sources
have confirmed the attack, but official junta
spokespeople have not issued a statement. [Burmese
News International] [Radio Free Asia 1] [BBC Burmese]

Junta airstrikes on TNLA areas Killed 13 civilians in
February

(hw) The Ta'ang National Liberation Army (TNLA)
announced on March 1 that the military had carried
out repeated airstrikes on areas under its control,
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without any clashes occurring. These airstrikes
resulted in the deaths of 13 civilians and injuries to 36
others.

On February 10, military jet fighters dropped 20 bombs
on a residential area in Mogok Township, killing five
people and injuring 19. On February 20, two bombs
were dropped on a residential area and a hospital in
Nawanghkio Township, northern Shan State, killing
three and injuring two. Bombs dropped on a village in
Momeik also killed three and injured seven.
Furthermore, the TNLA accused the military of using
poisonous gas during a clash between TNLA and
military forces on February 23, which caused injuries to
ten TNLA personnel.

In January, the military’s airstrikes resulted in 14
deaths and 26 injuries across areas controlled by the
TNLA. [Radio Free Asia 2, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Deported nationals face forced
conscription as junta tightens
recruitment

(nf) The recent deportation of 200 Myanmar citizens
from Thailand highlights the growing danger for
returnees, as Myanmar's military junta increasingly
recruits deportees. The deportees, 198 men and two
women, traveled from Thailand's Ranong district to
Myanmar's Kawthaung town aboard 14 boats.

Locals report that deportees from Ranong are sent
directly into military service, with those eligible being
sent to a Myeik training camp before being deployed
elsewhere.

Previously, family members could bribe authorities to
secure the release of deportees, but this has become
more difficult as the junta increasingly relies on fresh
recruits. According to locals, the cost of bribing
authorities rose throughout 2023, from THB 6,000-
15,000 (USD 175-440) in August to THB 50,000 (USD
1,500) in November. However, locals assert that even
these payments are often ineffective nowadays.

Meanwhile, many youths have been crossing into
Thailand, both legally and illegally, to escape
conscription under Myanmar's military service law.
However, as Thai authorities intensify their crackdown
on illegal migrants, an increasing number of Myanmar
nationals are being arrested and deported, placing
them at greater risk of forced military conscription
upon their return. [Mizzima]
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Myanmar: Clashes force 300 to flee to
Thailand

(hw) The Karen National Union's (KNU) armed wing, the
Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA), has launched
an offensive on an outpost of the 31st Light Infantry
Battalion in Hpa-an District, along the Thailand-
Myanmar border, prompting about 300 refugees to
flee to Thailand.

Due to military airstrikes on villages near the conflict
zone, locals fled to Thailand's Tak Province between
February 25 and 27, according to a source from the
KNLA. The refugees included 72 men, 101 women, and
141 children, totaling 314 individuals.

The military outpost under attack is located within the
territory of the KNU's 7th Brigade. The Royal Thai Army
has stationed military patrols in areas of Thailand
immediately adjacent to the conflict zone and has
stepped up security by setting up regular checkpoints
at the entrances to villages. [Radio Free Asia, in
Burmese]

Myanmar: Commander of the
Northeastern Command under
investigation over scam business
involvement

(hw/anl) It has been reported that the junta
interrogated four military officers, including Major-
General Myint Kyaw Tun, Commander of the
Northeastern Command, over their involvement in
scam businesses. The interrogation was reportedly
prompted by a request from China.

The four officers were arrested while attending a cadet
graduation ceremony in Badu, a military town in
southern Shan State, on February 21. The military
announced on February 22 that Senior-General Min
Aung Hlaing, along with other high-ranking military
officials, attended the ceremony. However, the junta
has remained silent regarding the arrests and
subsequent interrogations.

Myint Kyaw Tun was appointed commander of the
Northeastern Command after his predecessor, Soe
Tint, was arrested following the fall of the command's
headquarters in Lashio in August 2024. This incident
follows a pattern of arrests made at Beijing's request,
with the junta having previously handed over ten


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-tyy/

individuals involved in the scam industry to China in
January 2024. [Mizzima, in Burmese] [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Junta closes additional six
hospitals in Yangon and Mandalay

(hw) The military junta has reportedly ordered six
additional hospitals to cease their operations. The
order, issued by the body overseeing private
healthcare, mandates the temporary suspension of
these hospitals for a period ranging from three months
to one year. Some hospitals have already posted on
their Facebook pages confirming the temporary
closure.

A responsible individual from one of the affected
hospitals stated that they were instructed to stop
accepting new patients, causing difficulties for both
staff and patients. The body issuing the order is under
the control of the junta's Ministry of Health, led by Dr.
Thet Khaing Win. According to the junta, there are 287
registered private hospitals across the country. This
shutdown comes amid the junta's efforts to amend the
Law Relating to Private Health Care Services. [BBC
News, in Burmese]

Philippines: Senate faces pressure to
expedite Vice President Sara Duterte
impeachment trial

(Im) The Senate is under mounting pressure to
expedite the impeachment trial of Vice President Sara
Duterte, as religious groups, lawmakers, and legal
experts call for a swift process. Caritas Philippines, the
social action arm of the Catholic Bishops' Conference
of the Philippines (CBCP), has urged Senate President
Francis Escudero to proceed immediately, warning that
delays could weaken democratic institutions and erode
public trust.

The House of Representatives, which impeached
Duterte on February 5, has already formed an
impeachment secretariat to assist prosecutors,
signaling readiness for trial. Duterte, the daughter of
former President Rodrigo Duterte, faces charges
related to alleged fund misuse, bribery, and an
assassination threat against President Ferdinand
Marcos Jr. Over 200 lawmakers backed the
impeachment, making her the highest-ranking official
to face such proceedings since the country’s transition
to democracy in 1986. [Rappler 1] [Rappler 2]
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Despite these calls for urgency, Escudero has insisted
that the trial cannot begin while Congress is in recess,
proposing a timeline that sets the proceedings to start
on July 30, after the May elections and Marcos’ State of
the Nation Address (SONA). His stance has sparked
legal debate, with House prosecutors arguing that the
Constitution mandates the trial to begin "forthwith"
after the articles of impeachment are transmitted.
Senate minority lawmakers have called for an all-
senator caucus to reconsider Escudero’s position.

In response to criticisms, Escudero has established a
Senate administrative support group to ensure the trial
runs smoothly. His proposed schedule includes the
swearing-in of senator-judges on June 2, followed by
the presentation of impeachment articles and pretrial
activities throughout June and July. [The Manila Times]

As the Senate prepares for the trial, Michael Poa,
Duterte’s former spokesperson, has joined her legal
team as co-counsel in her Supreme Court (SC) petition
challenging the validity of the impeachment complaint.
On March 3, Poa formally filed his entry of appearance
before the SC in connection with Duterte’s petition for
certiorari and prohibition, filed on February 18. The
petition argues that the House violated the "one-year
bar" rule in the 1987 Constitution, which prohibits
multiple impeachment attempts against the same
official within a year.

Duterte’s first three impeachment complaints, filed in
December 2024, were not acted upon by the House.
However, a fourth complaint was fast-tracked with 215
lawmakers supporting her removal. Poa has not yet
confirmed whether he will also represent Duterte in
the Senate trial, though he has stated that he will
collaborate closely with her legal team, particularly
regarding the Supreme Court case. [Rappler 3]

Philippines: What's been discussed at
PhilHealth oral arguments in Supreme
Court so far

(Im) The Supreme Court is hearing arguments on the
controversial transfer of PHP 89.9 billion (USD 1.5
billion) from the Philippine Health Insurance
Corporation (PhilHealth) - a government-owned and
controlled corporation that provides health insurance
coverage to Filipino citizens - to the National Treasury.
On March 4, during the third day of hearings, Solicitor
General Menardo Guevarra defended the
government's decision to use unused funds from
government-owned corporations (GOCCs) for national
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projects, citing the country’s rising debt and the need
for additional cash flow.

Petitioners, however, argued that PhilHealth's reserve
funds should remain intact, as they are meant to cover
future health needs. The Universal Health Care (UHC)
law mandates that excess funds be used to improve
health coverage and lower premiums, not be
redirected to other government sectors.

Discussions also highlighted concerns over PhilHealth's
underperformance, with critics pointing out that the
insurer’'s coverage remains inadequate for many
Filipinos. Justice Amy Lazaro-Javier emphasized that
the reserve funds should be “sacred” and protected
from misuse. Despite these arguments, the
government maintains that PhilHealth's reserve funds
were not used improperly. [Rappler]

Philippines: Tax court upholds Maria
Ressa and Rappler’s acquittal in tax
evasion case

(Im) The Court of Tax Appeals (CTA) en banc has
affirmed the acquittal of Nobel laureate Maria Ressa
and Rappler Holdings Corporation (RHC) in four tax
evasion cases. The court rejected the government's
petition to overturn the ruling, stating that RHC is not a
dealer in securities and therefore not liable for income
tax and value-added tax on Philippine Depositary
Receipts issued to foreign investors.

RHC is the holding company of Rappler Inc., an
independent news organization known for its
investigative journalism and critical coverage of
government policies. The company was accused of tax
evasion under the Duterte administration, which
claimed it acted as a dealer in securities, an allegation
the court has now dismissed.

This decision follows a series of legal battles initiated
under former President Rodrigo Duterte, whose
administration repeatedly targeted Ressa and Rappler
for their reporting, particularly on the controversial
war on drugs. Rappler faced multiple legal cases,
including tax evasion, cyber libel, and foreign
ownership violations, widely seen by press freedom
advocates as attempts to silence independent
journalism.

In September 2023, the Pasig City Regional Trial Court
cleared Ressa and RHC of their final tax case, a
decision upheld by the CTA in July 2024. While all tax-
related charges have now been dismissed, two legal
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cases remain: an appeal on Ressa’s cyber libel
conviction pending before the Supreme Court and an
anti-dummy case in Pasig City. [Rappler]

Philippines: Supreme Court affirms media
accreditation must not suppress press
freedom

(Im) The Supreme Court (SC) ruled that media
accreditation procedures should not be used to curtail
the constitutional rights to free speech, expression,
and press freedom. In a 15-page decision penned by
Associate Justice Jhosep Lopez, the Court dismissed a
petition challenging the constitutionality of Customs
Memorandum Order 37-2011, which imposed
accreditation requirements on journalists covering the
Bureau of Customs (BOCQ).

Journalists had argued that the memorandum allowed
the BOC to preemptively screen reporters, potentially
limiting investigative reporting and shielding corrupt
officials from scrutiny. The Court, however, declared
the case moot since the order had already been
repealed by a later memorandum in 2015.

Despite not ruling on the merits of the case, the SC
reaffirmed that any restriction on press freedom must
be justified on clear and legitimate grounds. Associate
Justice Marvic Leonen dissented, arguing that the
Court should have still ruled on the memorandum'’s
constitutionality to prevent similar regulations in the
future. He emphasized that restrictions on media
accreditation could serve as prior restraint, limiting
journalists’ ability to gather information and fulfill their
role in a democracy. [Rappler]

Philippines: Misamis Oriental candidates
oppose army division chief's appointment
over election concerns

(Im) A group of political candidates in Misamis Oriental,
a province in Northern Mindanao, has petitioned the
Commission on Elections (Comelec) to oppose the
appointment of Brigadier General Michele Anayron Jr.
as commander of the Army’s 4th Infantry Division,
citing concerns over potential conflicts of interest. The
petition, led by former 2nd District representative and
gubernatorial candidate Juliette Uy and her running
mate Frederick Khu, argues that Anayron'’s
appointment could undermine the integrity of the
upcoming midterm elections.
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The controversy arises from the fact that Anayron’s
father, Michele Anayron Sr., is running for mayor in
Sugbongcogon, a town under the 4th ID’s jurisdiction.
The petitioners fear that the military could be used to
intimidate voters and favor incumbent Governor Peter
Unabia, who is seeking reelection and under whose
party Anayron Sr. is running.

Brigadier General Anayron has denied any partisan
involvement, stating that the military remains neutral
and under Comelec’s control during the election
period. He emphasized that his appointment was
based on merit and was approved by President
Ferdinand Marcos Jr. The petition has been forwarded
to the Comelec central office, where it will be reviewed
in consultation with the Armed Forces of the
Philippines. [Rappler]

Philippines: Court junks case vs ex-mayor,
13 others in Negros Occidental ambush

A regional court in Negros Occidental has dismissed
murder charges against former mayor Joselito
Malabor, Vice Mayor Adrian Villaflor, and 12 other
individuals accused in the killing of councilor Jolomar
Hilario nearly six years ago. The charges, stemming
from a 2019 ambush in Barangay Inolingan, Moises
Padilla, were dropped after Hilario's family, including
his son Leo Francis, withdrew from the case.

The accused had maintained their innocence
throughout the proceedings. The court’s decision
followed a lack of attendance by the complainants
during hearings in late 2024 and early 2025, prompting
the judge to seek communication with them. On
February 27, the family informed prosecutors that they
no longer wished to pursue the case. The judge then
dismissed the charges and ordered the release of bail
bonds for the accused.

Several municipal and barangay officials from Isabela
and Moises Padilla were cleared, including Vice Mayor
Villaflor and former Isabela mayor Malabor. The case
was initially filed in La Carlota City but transferred to a
court in Negros Oriental. The accused have expressed
relief following the court's ruling, with Villaflor, now a
mayoral candidate, calling the verdict a "vindication."
[Rappler]

Philippines: Students and protestors
commemorate the EDSA People Power
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Revolution

(cm) The 39th anniversary of the EDSA People Power
Revolution was met with a muted response from the
Marcos Jr. administration, as February 25 was once
again classified as a special working day rather than a
holiday. Meanwhile, student activists and civil society
groups mobilized to push back against what they see
as historical distortion and attempts to erase the
legacy of the revolution.

The People Power Revolution was a historic movement
that led to the ouster of dictator Ferdinand Marcos Sr.
in 1986, restoring democracy in the Philippines. For
years, its anniversary was recognized through official
ceremonies and public commemorations, serving as a
reminder of the Filipino people's collective resistance
against authoritarian rule. However, under his son,
incumbent President Ferdinand Marcos Jr., the event's
prominence has gradually diminished.

Critics argue that the administration's move to
downplay the revolution is part of a broader effort to
reshape public memory, allowing the Marcos family to
rehabilitate its image and diminish the accountability
tied to the past. They warn that weakening the official
recognition of EDSA undermines its lessons on
democracy, human rights, and the dangers of
authoritarian rule. [Asia Times] [Rappler 2] [PhilStar
Global]

Against this backdrop, last week, students staged
protests across the country. At Polytechnic University
of the Philippines (PUP), students walked out of classes
after the administration refused to suspend classes for
the anniversary. Similar demonstrations occurred at
University of Santo Tomas and Adamson University,
where students displayed yellow ribbons, the symbol
of People Power. Protesters vowed to resist
disinformation and revisionism, insisting that the
dictatorship’s abuses must never be forgotten.
[Rappler 1]

Philippines: Amnesty commission sees
record applications from former MNLF,
MILF members

(Im) The National Amnesty Commission (NAC) has
reported a record-high number of amnesty
applications from former members of the Moro Islamic
Liberation Front (MILF) and the Moro National
Liberation Front (MNLF), underscoring the growing
momentum of reintegration efforts. On February 25
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alone, the NAC processed 127 applications, with 104
from MILF members and 23 from MNLF members,
marking the highest single-day intake to date. This
raises the total number of amnesty applications to 517
from the MILF and 297 from the MNLF.

The achievement was facilitated by the Local Amnesty
Board (LAB) in Basilan, with support from LAB Sulu and
LAB Pagadian. The NAC credited the Department of
Justice, the Integrated Bar of the Philippines
ZamBaSulTa Chapter, the Bangsamoro Human Rights
Commission, and the Office of the Presidential Adviser
on Peace, Reconciliation, and Unity for their assistance.

The MILF and MNLF are former armed insurgent
groups that fought for greater autonomy for the
Bangsamoro region. The MNLF, founded in the 1970s,
signed a peace agreement with the government in
1996, while the MILF, a breakaway faction, entered into
a comprehensive peace agreement in 2014, leading to
the creation of the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in
Muslim Mindanao (BARMM). [The Manila Times]

However, ongoing violence in BARMM threatens these
peace efforts. On March 1, clashes erupted in the
Special Geographic Area of BARMM, forcing families to
flee as rival armed groups engaged in deadly fighting.
Authorities suspect Kondotoy Bayao, allegedly linked
to a faction led by an MILF commander known as
Badboy, of carrying out the attack.

The clashes come as Climate Conflict Action Asia
(CCAA), an independent peace monitor, warns of
widespread violations of the rule of law in BARMM,
particularly regarding the enforcement of the election
gun ban. The group condemned the February 6 release
of 17 MILF members caught with high-powered
firearms in Sultan sa Barongis, Maguindanao del Sur,
after an intervention by the Coordinating Committee
on the Cessation of Hostilities (CCCH).

CCAA criticized what it described as selective law
enforcement, warning that impunity undermines
public trust and could reignite instability. The group
called for the forensic examination of confiscated
firearms and urged strict enforcement of Republic Act
10591, which regulates firearm possession. [Rappler]

Philippines: Government seeks regulatory
body for social media to combat online
abuse

(Im) The Philippine government has emphasized the
need for a regulatory body to oversee social media,
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aiming to address online abuse and disinformation.

Concerned about reputations being harmed by false
attacks, officials discussed working with Congress to
create laws to combat disinformation.

The focus would be on dismantling "troll armies" and
fake news, particularly paid campaigns spreading
misinformation. The government also stressed the
importance of verifying content before labeling it as
"fake news" and encouraged Filipinos to rely on
trusted sources, such as mainstream media.

Experts like Maria Ressa, a journalist and Nobel Peace
Prize laureate recognized for her work defending press
freedom and fighting disinformation, have suggested
holding tech companies accountable for spreading
false information. Ressa argued that regulating how
disinformation is amplified could be more effective
than direct censorship. [Rappler]

Philippines: Church group condemns
Maharlika’s USD 76.4 million investment
in mining firm

(Im) Caritas Philippines, the social action arm of the
Catholic Bishops' Conference of the Philippines (CBCP),
has strongly criticized the Maharlika Investment
Corporation's (MIC) USD 76.4 million investment in
Makilala Mining Company, arguing that it contradicts
the fund's supposed goal of fostering economic
growth. The group warned that the investment
threatens communities, endangers the environment,
and undermines responsible stewardship.

Bishop Jose Colin Bagaforo, president of Caritas
Philippines, denounced the decision as a betrayal of
public trust, accusing the MIC of prioritizing extractive
industries over the well-being of Filipinos. He warned
that large-scale mining could lead to displacement,
deforestation, and human rights violations. Caritas also
raised concerns over the loss of ancestral lands, water
contamination, and the social and environmental
damage that could result from irresponsible mining
activities. [Rappler]

This criticism follows the Maharlika Investment
Corporation’s recent move into the mining sector,
where it extended a USD 76.4 million bridge loan to
Makilala Mining Co. Inc., a local affiliate of Australia’s
Celsius Resources Inc.. The loan is intended to support
the Maalinao-Caigutan-Biyog (MCB) Copper-Gold
project in the Cordillera Administrative Region, located
320 kilometers north of Metro Manila. The funds will
be used to update the feasibility study and front-end
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engineering design for the project. [AIR No. 8,
February/2025, 4]

However, Caritas Philippines and other critics argue
that this investment disregards the negative social and
environmental impact of large-scale mining. The
Maharlika Investment Fund, established under
President Ferdinand Marcos Jr., has already faced
controversy, with concerns over transparency and
investment risks.

Philippines: Flagship office launched to
expedite major transport projects

(Im) The Philippine government has established the
Flagship Project Management Office (FPMO) to
accelerate the implementation of key transportation
projects. Led by Transportation Secretary Vince Dizon,
the FPMO will oversee major infrastructure initiatives,
including the Metro Manila Subway Project, the North-
South Commuter Railway, the EDSA Busway, the EDSA
Greenways Project, the Cebu Bus Rapid Transit, and
the Davao Public Transport Modernization Project.

The Metro Manila Subway Project is the country’s first
underground railway system, designed to ease
congestion in the capital by connecting Quezon City to
NAIA Terminal 3 in Pasay. The North-South Commuter
Railway (NSCR) is a 147-kilometer rail system aimed at
improving connectivity between Metro Manila, Central
Luzon, and Calabarzon. The EDSA Busway Project is a
dedicated lane system for buses along EDSA, designed
to streamline public transport on the busiest highway
in Metro Manila. The EDSA Greenways Project focuses
on enhancing pedestrian infrastructure along major
stations to encourage walking and reduce road
congestion. The Cebu Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) is a high-
capacity public transport system for Metro Cebu,
aimed at improving urban mobility through dedicated
bus lanes. The Davao Public Transport Modernization
Project seeks to replace traditional jeepneys with an
efficient, eco-friendly bus system to enhance urban
transportation in Davao City.

Dizon, who will chair the FPMO, emphasized strict
adherence to deadlines and pledged to personally
monitor project progress. The office will also serve as
the central coordinating body for priority transport
projects and has been given authority to identify new
infrastructure initiatives. [The Manila Times]
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Philippines: Government cracks down on
alleged Chinese espionage

(Im) The National Bureau of Investigation (NBI)
arrested two Chinese nationals and three Filipinos on
February 14 after receiving intelligence from the
Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) about vehicles
equipped with unauthorized International Mobile
Subscriber Identity (IMSI) catchers. These devices, used
for signal intelligence, can intercept and manipulate
mobile network communications.

The arrested Filipinos claimed they were paid between
PHP 2,500 (USD 43) and PHP 3,000 (USD 51) per day to
drive through high-security areas, including
Malacafiang, Villamor Airbase, Camp Aguinaldo, and
the US Embassy. President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. has
raised concerns that China may have sleeper cells
operating in the country, referencing a similar case last
month where five Chinese nationals were arrested in
Palawan for espionage. [The Manila Times]

In response, Malacafiang, the official residence and
principal workplace of the Philippine president, is
reinforcing security measures to counter foreign
intelligence threats. The government is also drafting a
foreign interference law as part of a broader security
strategy.

At the same time, the Philippine government is
increasing scrutiny of donations from groups linked to
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). The five Chinese
nationals arrested in January on suspicion of
espionage were found to have led civic organizations
affiliated with the CCP's foreign influence network.
These groups made significant donations, including
PHP 500,000 (USD 8,600) to the mayor of Tarlac City,
10 motorbikes to Manila's police, and 10 patrol vehicles
to Tarlac authorities. While officials maintain that
accepting donations made in good faith is acceptable,
they have stressed the need to investigate those that
may have hidden political or strategic motives.
[Rappler]

As part of the government's broader security
measures, authorities also raided a suspected
Philippine offshore gaming operator (POGO) hub in
Pasay City, where 400 foreign workers were arrested
for allegedly running scam operations. The Presidential
Anti-Organized Crime Commission (PAOCC) found
evidence of love scams, cryptocurrency fraud, and
investment scams operating through messaging apps
such as Viber and Telegram. Authorities seized text
blasters, one-time password generators, and crypto
cold wallets.
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The arrested individuals included 207 Chinese, 132
Vietnamese, 24 Koreans, 14 Indonesians, 12
Myanmarese, 11 Malaysians, and one from
Madagascar, alongside 52 Filipinos. The operation,
conducted with the Pasay City government, the
Philippine National Police (PNP), and the Department
of Justice (DQ)), resulted in the immediate shutdown of
the POGO facility for violating the 2024 POGO ban
imposed by Marcos and operating without a business
permit. [The Inquirer]

Philippines: Over 1,000 civilians arrested
for election-related violations

Philippine authorities have arrested 1,234 civilians for
election-related violations between January 11 and
February 27, according to data from the police's
Election Monitoring System. The arrests stem primarily
from violations of the Commission on Elections'
firearms ban, which is part of broader security
measures ahead of the polls.

Among those apprehended were eight police officers,
seven military personnel, 26 security guards, six
foreigners, and nine others. The National Capital
Region recorded the highest number of arrests at 400,
followed by Central Luzon with 199, Central Visayas
with 181, and Calabarzon with 102. [The Manila Times]

Singapore: Government agencies faulted
for NRIC number exposure, officers may
face consequences

(Im) A government review panel found that
miscommunication and oversight failures by the
Accounting and Corporate Regulatory Authority (ACRA)
and the Ministry of Digital Development and
Information (MDDI) led to the unintentional disclosure
of full National Registration Identity Card (NRIC)
numbers on the Bizfile business portal. While there
was no deliberate wrongdoing, the lack of clear policy
communication, failure to assess data security risks,
and misinterpretation of directives contributed to the
incident. [Channel NewsAsia 1]

The panel flagged six major shortcomings, including
security lapses at ACRA that violated government data
management rules, poor internal communication
within MDDI, and a lack of coordination in addressing
public concerns. The NRIC exposure was traced to a
misunderstanding of a July 2024 directive, which
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intended to phase out the use of masked NRIC
numbers but was mistakenly interpreted by ACRA as
an instruction to unmask them entirely.

Following public backlash, the search function on
Bizfile was disabled after five days, and the
government issued an apology, acknowledging that it
did not act swiftly enough. Officials involved will face
financial consequences, including revised performance
assessments, disciplinary actions, and additional
training. [Channel NewsAsia 2]

In response, MDDI and ACRA have pledged stronger
internal oversight, clearer policy communication, and
enhanced risk assessments for government digital
systems. The government will also consult the public
before making future changes to NRIC usage policies.
Senior Minister Teo Chee Hean will deliver a ministerial
statement on the findings in Parliament on March 6.
[The Straits Times]

Singapore: Ministers sue Bloomberg for
defamation over property transactions
article

(rt) Singapore’s Law and Home Affairs Minister K.
Shanmugam and Manpower Minister Tan See Leng
have filed defamation suits against Bloomberg and one
of its reporters, Low De Wei, over an article discussing
property transactions involving the ministers. The
lawsuits, filed on January 6, follow their earlier
statements that Bloomberg's December 12 report
contained libelous claims about good class bungalow
(GCB) transactions in Singapore.

The report, titled "Singapore mansion deals are
increasingly shrouded in secrecy," analyzed high-value
GCB deals from January to early December 2024. The
Singapore government later issued correction orders
under the Protection from Online Falsehoods and
Manipulation Act (POFMA) on December 23, stating
that the article misrepresented property transaction
transparency in the country. Bloomberg complied with
the correction notice but maintained that it stood by its
reporting and disagreed with the directive.

The ministers have also indicated they will take action
against other media outlets that published similar
claims. The case conference is set for March 3 at the
Supreme Court. [The Straits Times] [Channel NewsAsia
1] [Channel NewsAsia2] [The Business Times]
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Singapore: Power struggle at property
developer sparks legal battle between
father and son

(Im) A high-profile boardroom dispute has erupted at
City Developments Limited (CDL), Singapore’s largest
listed property developer, as its executive chairman,
Kwek Leng Beng, has taken legal action against his son,
Sherman Kwek, the company's CEO. The elder Kwek
has accused Sherman and other board members of
attempting a power grab by bypassing governance
processes to appoint independent directors without
full approval.

The feud escalated when Sherman Kwek and two
board members, Philip Lee and Wong Ai Ai, nominated
two new independent directors on January 28, just
before Chinese New Year. The elder Kwek questioned
the urgency of the move, citing concerns over
corporate governance. After a written resolution
confirmed the appointments on February 7, he moved
to remove his son as CEO, arguing that Sherman'’s past
decisions, including a USD 1.42 billion loss from CDL's
investment in China's Sincere Property in 2020, had
placed the company in a precarious position.

Sherman Kwek, backed by a board majority, rejected
his father’s claims, stating that his actions aimed to
enhance governance, not undermine his father’s
leadership. He later singled out his father’s former
personal assistant, Catherine Wu, as a central figure in
the dispute, alleging she exerted undue influence over
CDL's leadership. [BBC] [Channel NewsAsia 1]

The legal dispute reached the Singapore High Court on
February 26, where the court issued no substantive
orders but temporarily froze further board
restructuring. CDL has since resumed trading after a
three-day halt, but the uncertainty surrounding the
company has rattled investors. [Channel NewsAsia 2]

Singapore: IMDA issues guidelines to
boost security in cloud services and data
centers

(rt) The Infocomm Media Development Authority
(IMDA) has released new advisory guidelines for cloud
service and data center operators, requiring
background checks on employees and due diligence on
third-party providers. The move aims to strengthen
digital infrastructure security and resilience, preventing
service disruptions in key sectors such as banking, e-
commerce, and telecommunications.
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The guidelines, announced on February 25, will likely
be incorporated into the upcoming Digital
Infrastructure Act, set to be tabled in Parliament later
in 2025. The legislation follows major service
disruptions, including an October 2023 outage that
affected over 2.5 million banking transactions and a
fire at a Paris data center in April 2023 that crippled
Google Cloud services for weeks. With Singapore's
digital economy contributing 17.7 percent of its GDP,
officials stress the need for stricter regulations.

Minister for Digital Development and Information
Josephine Teo highlighted that while major operators
follow industry standards voluntarily, regulations are
necessary to ensure consistent security and reliability.
The guidelines outline security measures for cloud
services, including user access controls and audit
logging, as well as business continuity protocols for
data centers to mitigate risks such as cyberattacks and
environmental hazards.

Operators, including major industry players like
Equinix, Microsoft, Google, and Amazon Web Services,
are expected to comply. The guidelines will be updated
regularly to reflect technological advancements and
lessons from past incidents. [The Straits Times]
[Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: Prime Minister Wong defends
GST hike, says it did not fuel inflation

(Im) Prime Minister and Finance Minister Lawrence
Wong defended the Goods and Services Tax (GST)
increase, rejecting claims from the Workers' Party that
it had "turbocharged" inflation. Wong emphasized that
inflation had actually declined in both years of the GST
hike, with consumer price index (CPI) inflation
dropping from 6.1 percent in 2022 to 4.8 percent in
2023 and further to 2.4 percent in 2024. He attributed
inflationary pressures primarily to global supply chain
disruptions and rising energy costs rather than
domestic tax policies.

Acknowledging concerns over the rising cost of living,
Wong stressed that the GST hike was a necessary step
to ensure fiscal sustainability, particularly given
Singapore’s ageing population and increasing
healthcare costs. Without the GST increase and an
unexpected rise in corporate income tax collections, he
argued, Singapore would have faced fiscal deficits in
both 2024 and 2025.

To mitigate the tax's impact, the government
introduced a comprehensive Assurance Package,
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delaying the effects of the GST increase for most
households for at least five years. The GST Voucher
scheme was also enhanced to provide additional long-
term support for lower-income groups. Wong noted
that this year's Budget further expanded cost-of-living
assistance through the SG60 package, designed to
ease financial pressures on households.

He defended Singapore’s tax and redistribution system
as fair and progressive, ensuring that those with higher
incomes contribute more while lower-income groups
receive greater support. Wong contrasted Singapore's
fiscal prudence with other countries experiencing
growing budget deficits, arguing that responsible
budgeting is essential for long-term financial stability.

Wong assured Singaporeans that the government
would continue implementing necessary measures to
manage inflation and assist households. The national
budget, including the GST increase, was unanimously
passed in parliament. [Channel NewsAsia 1] [Channel
NewsAsia 2]

Singapore: Total fertility rate remains at
record low despite Year of the Dragon

(Im) Singapore's total fertility rate (TFR) remained at a
historic low of 0.97 in 2024, despite expectations that
the Year of the Dragon would spur an increase in
births. Minister in the Prime Minister's Office Indranee
Rajah told parliament that the Dragon Year effect,
which traditionally encouraged higher birth rates, has
diminished over time due to shifting generational
priorities.

Preliminary data showed 30,800 resident births in
2024, a slight increase from 30,500 in 2023. However,
the country's fertility rate remains far below the
replacement level of 2.1, raising concerns over the
economic and societal impact of an ageing population.
As workforce growth slows, sustaining economic
progress will become more challenging, with fewer
young people supporting a growing elderly
demographic.

To address demographic challenges, Singapore
granted citizenship to approximately 24,000 individuals
in 2024, including 1,400 children born overseas to
Singaporean parents, while 35,000 people were
granted permanent residency. Indranee emphasized
that Singapore will continue to manage immigration
carefully to balance population needs while ensuring
integration.
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Government efforts to support families include
financial incentives, with Budget 2025 providing up to
SGD 16,000 in additional support for parents having a
third child or more. Indranee highlighted that
Singapore’s openness and multiculturalism have been
key strengths, noting that over one-third of citizen
marriages in the past decade were between a
Singaporean and a foreigner. [Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: Supporting workers and SMEs
in a competitive global economy

(rt) Prime Minister Lawrence Wong addressed
concerns of sustainability in Singaporean workers and
SMEs amidst uncertain global environment and
tougher competition. The National Productivity Fund
and SkillsFuture schemes will be revamped and
introduced to strengthen the enterprise, innovation
and technology ecosystems—translating to better jobs
and opportunities for all Singaporeans, and ensuring
that Singapore can remain a reliable partner in global
trade.

Wong has stated that short-term support will be given
to SMEs regarding rising costs in business, including
extending the grace period for SMES to charge GST,
and tax rebates. However, the aim is to allow
companies to restructure. The Government will
support SMEs with 3 new initiatives: the SkillsFuture
Workforce Development Grant, the revamped
SkillsFuture Enterprise Credit and the Enterprise
Compute Initiative

Other SkillsFuture programs targeted to workers will
also receive additional funding to provide more
education and training for Singaporeans to up-skill.
The Jobseeker Scheme will provide up to SGD 6,000
(USD 4450) over a maximum of 6 months for lower and
middle income Singaporeans and PRs, and a proposed
SGD 300 (USD 222) monthly SkillsFuture Mid-Career
Training Allowance to workers under 40.

Wages are also a crucial concern for Singaporeans in
response to higher productivity in today's uncertain
global economy. Wong responded with the continued
use of the Progressive Wage Model Scheme, where
workers can move up the wage ladder as their skills get
upgraded. [The Straits Times 1] [The Straits Times 2]
[Channel NewsAsia] [Business Times]
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Singapore: Three charged with fraud in
case linked to Nvidia chip shipments

(Im) Singapore has charged three individuals with
fraud in a case linked to the unauthorized transfer of
Nvidia's advanced artificial intelligence (Al) chips. While
authorities have not officially confirmed ties to Chinese
Al firm DeepSeek, domestic media have suggested that
the case may involve the firm, which is separately
under investigation by U.S. authorities for allegedly
acquiring restricted U.S. chips through third parties.

The three accused—Singaporeans Aaron Woon Guo Jie
and Alan Wei Zhaolun, and Chinese national Li Ming—
face fraud charges for allegedly falsely declaring end-
users of high-end servers embedded with Nvidia chips.
Woon and Wei are accused of conspiring to
misrepresent server transactions in 2024, while Li
allegedly listed a Singapore-registered company,
Luxuriate Your Life Pte Ltd, as an end-user in 2023.

The case is part of a broader investigation into 22
individuals and companies, suspected of making false
representations in transactions involving high-end
technology. Singapore authorities raided 22 locations,
arresting nine people and seizing documents and
electronic records. If convicted, the accused face up to
20 years in prison and possible fines. [Reuters]

Singapore’s investigation has revealed that servers
containing Nvidia's Al chips were shipped from
Singapore to Malaysia. Law and Home Affairs Minister
K Shanmugam stated that the key question is whether
Malaysia was the final destination or if the chips were
redirected elsewhere. Authorities suspect false
representations were made about the final destination
of the servers.

The investigation was independently launched by
Singapore after receiving an anonymous tip-off, and
was not prompted by U.S. authorities. However,
Singapore has requested cooperation from Malaysia
and the U.S. to track the servers' movements beyond
Malaysia and assess if they contained U.S. export-
controlled items.

Singapore, Nvidia's second-largest market after the
U.S., has reiterated its commitment to enforcing strict
export controls and cracking down on false
declarations. Minister Shanmugam emphasized that
businesses in Singapore are expected to comply with
international trade laws and not facilitate sanctions
evasion. He also stressed the need for global
cooperation in enforcing export controls, given the
international nature of supply chains. [Channel
NewsAsia]
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Singapore: SAF to acquire new infantry
fighting vehicle, submarines

(vsq) The Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) will enhance
its military capabilities with a new Infantry Fighting
Vehicle (IFV), two additional submarines, and expanded
unmanned and cyber warfare operations. Defence
Minister Ng Eng Hen announced these upgrades
during the Committee of Supply debates, emphasizing
the SAF's commitment to maintaining a modern and
capable force across air, land, sea, and digital domains.
[PIONEER]

The army will introduce the Titan IFV, equipped with a
30mm cannon and counter-drone capabilities, while
the High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS) will
receive more advanced rockets. The Republic of
Singapore Navy (RSN) will expand its submarine fleet
to six, with two new Invincible-class submarines joining
the four already commissioned. The RSN will also
launch its first Multi-Role Combat Vessels (MRCVs) later
this year, designed to operate unmanned platforms.
The Republic of Singapore Air Force (RSAF) will replace
its ageing Fokker-50 Maritime Patrol Aircraft, with
options including the Boeing P-8 and Airbus C295.
[Channel NewsAsia 1]

To address emerging threats, the SAF will establish two
new digital warfare commands. The Defence Cyber
Command will consolidate cybersecurity efforts, while
the SAF C4 & Digitalisation Command will advance
software and digital operations. A new Unmanned
Aerial Systems (UAS) Warfare and Tactics Centre will
develop drone capabilities, and the SAF Counter-UAS
Development and Operations group (SCUDO) will focus
on detecting and neutralizing hostile drones. [Channel
NewsAsia 2]

As part of its long-term strategy, Singapore is
expanding Pulau Tekong to provide additional space
for SAF training. The Shoalwater Bay Training Area in
Australia has also been expanded, allowing the SAF to
conduct larger-scale exercises. Defence cooperation
with Indonesia and Malaysia will see increased joint
training, with plans for the first Singapore-Indonesia
bilateral air patrol later this year. Relations with the
United States and China remain strong, with continued
high-level exchanges and military collaborations.
[Channel NewsAsia 3]

Additionally, the government will raise full-time
national servicemen (NSF) allowances by four to five
percent, adding SGD 35 to SGD 75 monthly from July 1.
The SAF is updating its medical classification system to
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expand deployment options and will open a new
Central Manpower Base (CMPB) in Bukit Gombak in
May, streamlining medical and administrative
processes. [Channel NewsAsia 4]

Singapore: Foreign Minister warns global
order at risk amid shifting power
dynamics

(Im) Singapore’s Foreign Affairs Minister Vivian
Balakrishnan warned that the rules-based
international order that has shaped global relations for
80 years is at risk of breaking down into a system
where “might makes right.” Speaking in Parliament
during the debate on his ministry's budget, he said the
world is moving toward unpredictability and instability,
marked by growing protectionism, unilateralism, and
geopolitical rivalry. Major powers are increasingly
pursuing narrow national interests, leading to greater
competition, supply chain fragmentation, and strategic
distrust.

Dr. Balakrishnan outlined three key implications for
Singapore: trade, security, and global governance. He
highlighted how tariffs and export controls, especially
on advanced technology like semiconductors, are
being used as strategic tools, potentially disrupting
Singapore’s role as a global hub. Rising geopolitical
tensions, including the ongoing Russia-Ukraine war
and shifting US policies, are making the world more
dangerous. He also noted the weakening of
international institutions like the World Trade
Organization and the World Health Organization,
raising concerns over the global response to future
crises such as pandemics and climate change.

Despite these challenges, Dr. Balakrishnan emphasized
that Singapore must remain committed to an
independent and pragmatic foreign policy. He stressed
the country's core strengths: economic resilience,
military self-sufficiency, and social cohesion. He
reaffirmed Singapore’'s commitment to multilateralism,
strong engagement with ASEAN neighbors, and
balanced relations with global powers, including the US
and China. He also called for deeper ties with other
partners such as India, Japan, the Middle East, Africa,
and Europe, to preserve an open and trade-focused
global system.

Singapore will continue to advocate for international
law and a stable global order through institutions like
the United Nations while remaining adaptable to new
opportunities in technology and trade. Dr.
Balakrishnan concluded by urging Singapore to stay
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nimble, ensuring it remains a hub for innovation,
investment, and global engagement in an increasingly
uncertain world. [Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: Government boosts space tech
research with USD 45 million

(rt) Singapore is injecting an additional SGD 60 million
(USD 45 million) into its space technology sector,
bringing total government funding in the Space
Technology Development Programme (STDP) to over
SGD 200 million (USD 150 million). The initiative,
launched in 2022 by the Office for Space Technology
and Industry (OSTIn) and the National Research
Foundation, aims to accelerate innovation in satellite
technology, support research institutions, and drive
commercialization efforts.

Deputy Prime Minister Gan Kim Yong announced the
funding at the 17th Global Space Technology
Convention, highlighting Singapore's growing space
sector, which includes 70 companies and 2,000
professionals across engineering, research, and
business. The investment supports projects such as
space-based robotic arms and precision agriculture,
while also enhancing satellite-based communications
for maritime and aviation industries.

Singapore is strengthening international partnerships,
signing agreements with the United Nations Office for
Outer Space Affairs, the European Space Agency, and
the Indian National Space Promotion and
Authorization Centre to expand collaboration in
research and industry development. Additionally,
OSTIn launched the Earth Observation Initiative to
leverage satellite technology for climate and disaster
monitoring in the Asia-Pacific region.

The space economy is projected to reach USD 1.8
trillion globally by 2035, and Singapore aims to position
itself as a key player, leveraging its expertise in
aerospace, microelectronics, and precision engineering
to capture new economic opportunities. [The Business
Times] [Channel NewsAsia] [The Straits Times]

Thailand: No-confidence debate to target
influence of prime minister’s father

(Im) Thailand's political tensions are rising as the no-
confidence debate against Prime Minister Paetongtarn
Shinawatra approaches, with the opposition focusing
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on allegations of poor governance, corruption, and her
father Thaksin Shinawatra’s influence over government
affairs. The motion, submitted by opposition leader
Natthaphong Ruengpanyawut and supported by 166
opposition MPs, has heightened strains within the
ruling coalition, particularly between Pheu Thai and
Bhumjaithai, amid policy disagreements and ongoing
investigations. [Bangkok Post 1] [The Nation 1]

The opposition has made Paetongtarn the sole target
of the debate, arguing that the government's failures
stem from her lack of control over the administration.
The motion accuses her of being unqualified for the
role, lacking leadership, and prioritizing personal
interests over national concerns. It further alleges that
she has neglected corruption, failed in economic and
political governance, and allowed Thaksin to
manipulate government decisions, making her a
puppet prime minister.

Key controversies expected to be raised include the
Alpine land case, a decades-old land scandal involving
a controversial land transfer that benefited Thaksin's
associates; Thaksin's medical treatment scandal, in
which he was granted medical parole and spent most
of his sentence in a hospital rather than prison, raising
concerns over preferential treatment; and the casino-
entertainment complex issue, a controversial
government-backed plan that has faced pushback over
concerns about corruption and social impact. The
opposition sees these cases as evidence of Thaksin’s
continued political influence. [The Nation 2]

Against this backdrop, Prime Minister Paetongtarn
Shinawatra has affirmed her readiness for the no-
confidence debate, stating she will present facts and
figures to counter the opposition’s accusations of weak
leadership and excessive influence from her father.
[Bangkok Post 2]

The dispute over the duration of the debate has added
another layer of tension. Pheu Thai insists that one day
is sufficient, given that only Paetongtarn is being
questioned, while the opposition argues that a longer
debate is necessary to fully scrutinize the government’s
performance. The People’s Party has accused Pheu
Thai of attempting to shield the prime minister from
scrutiny by limiting the time allocated for questioning.
[Bangkok Post 3]

Meanwhile, government figures, including Deputy
Prime Minister Phumtham Wechayachai, have warned
the opposition against dragging Thaksin into the
debate, emphasizing that he holds no official position
and is not subject to parliamentary scrutiny. [Bangkok
Post 4]
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The no-confidence debate also serves as a crucial test
of coalition unity. Tensions between Pheu Thai and
Bhumijaithai have been evident for months, fueled by
disagreements over cannabis policy, land disputes, and
the Senate election probe. The Department of Special
Investigation’s inquiry into alleged vote-fixing in the
Senate election, which could implicate figures linked to
Bhumijaithai, has further strained relations. Despite
these frictions, analysts believe Bhumjaithai is unlikely
to withdraw its support for Paetongtarn at this stage,
as doing so would weaken its influence within the
government. [Bangkok Post 5]

The debate comes amid declining public confidence in
the administration. A recent poll by the National
Institute of Development Administration found that a
majority of Thais are dissatisfied with Paetongtarn’s
leadership, with nearly two-thirds expressing little or
no confidence in the government's ability to address
national challenges. However, the government has
dismissed the poll's findings, arguing that its
methodology could be biased. Officials point to
economic growth of 3.2 percent in the final quarter of
last year and initiatives such as disrupting scam
networks in Myanmar and the THB 10,000 digital
handout as evidence of progress. [Bangkok Post 6]
[Bangkok Post 7]

Thailand: Senate election probe deepens
coalition tensions as DSI weighs
investigation

(Im) Tensions within Thailand'’s ruling coalition have
escalated as the Department of Special Investigation
(DSI) prepares to decide whether to investigate alleged
vote rigging in last year's Senate election. The probe
has become a key source of friction between the Pheu
Thai Party and its main coalition partner, Bhumijaithai,
led by Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul.

The Election Commission (EC) has been investigating
109 cases of alleged vote manipulation, including bloc
voting and pre-arranged candidate lists. Three cases
have already been submitted to the Supreme Court,
while 577 complaints remain under review. To
expedite investigations, the EC has established a
subcommittee that includes officials from the Royal
Thai Police (RTP), DSI, and the Anti-Money Laundering
Office (Amlo). A separate panel of high-ranking EC and
RTP officials is also examining objections to the Senate
selection process. [Bangkok Post 1]

At the center of the investigation is a leaked list of
1,200 names, believed to contain Senate candidates


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-tki/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-tkd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-tkh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-tkk/

and sitting senators under scrutiny. The list was
reportedly found at the Muang Thong Thani estate,
where the final round of Senate voting took place last
year. Justice Minister Pol Col Tawee Sodsong has
confirmed its existence but stated that being named
on the list does not imply wrongdoing.

The DSI has been under pressure to determine
whether to formally take on the case as a “special
investigation” under its jurisdiction. However, the
Council of State (CoS), the government’s legal advisory
body, has questioned whether the DSl has the
authority to investigate, arguing that independent
agencies should not interfere with the electoral
process. Pol Col Tawee dismissed these concerns,
asserting that criminal offenses under the Criminal
Code, including corruption and election fraud, fall
within the DSI's mandate.

Some senators have attempted to counter the
investigation by filing a petition against Pol Col Tawee
and the DSI chief, alleging abuse of authority.
Meanwhile, a group of unsuccessful Senate candidates
has petitioned Parliament President Wan Muhamad
Noor Matha, requesting an ethics probe against
senators attempting to obstruct the DSI's inquiry.

With mounting political and legal complexities, the DSI
special cases board, chaired by Deputy Prime Minister
Phumtham Wechayachai, is set to announce on March
6 whether it will proceed with a full investigation. The
board delayed its decision last week, citing the need
for additional review. [Bangkok Post 2]

Amid fears of a full-blown coalition rift, high-level
political figures—including former Prime Minister
Thaksin Shinawatra, widely seen as the de facto leader
of Pheu Thai, and Bhumjaithai's power broker Newin
Chidchob—are believed to be negotiating a settlement.
[AIR No. 8, February/2025, 4]

A potential compromise may involve some senators
resigning under the pretext of health reasons, allowing
replacements more aligned with Pheu Thai.
Alternatively, some senators could agree to support
Pheu Thai's legislative agenda in exchange for a
political deal. Another possibility is a cabinet reshuffle,
with Pheu Thai seeking to gain control of the Interior
Ministry, currently held by Bhumijaithai leader Anutin.

One possible outcome could see some senators
resigning under the pretext of health reasons, allowing
for replacements more aligned with Pheu Thai.
Alternatively, certain senators may agree to back Pheu
Thai on key legislative issues in exchange for a political
compromise. If an agreement is reached, it could also
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lead to a cabinet reshuffle, with Pheu Thai eyeing the
Interior Ministry, currently controlled by Bhumijaithai
leader Anutin, as part of the deal.

As coalition tensions grow, speculation about the
return of former Prime Minister Yingluck Shinawatra
has cooled. Though rumors suggested she might
return before Songkran, the political climate remains
too volatile. Public backlash over Thaksin's preferential
treatment during his parole process has heightened
scrutiny over legal leniency for political figures. Critics
argue that Thaksin's hospital stay before release
exhausted any room for elite political figures to receive
special treatment, making it difficult for Yingluck to
secure a similar arrangement. [Bangkok Post 3]

Thailand: Casino bill moves forward with
revised entry requirements amid debate

(Im/msz) Thailand is advancing its Entertainment
Complex Bill, which aims to establish casino-
entertainment complexes as major tourist attractions.
The bill, initially approved by the cabinet on January 13,
is undergoing public hearings and is set for further
review on March 11. Under the proposal, only 10
percent of an entertainment venue will be allocated for
a casino, while the rest will feature hotels, shopping
malls, sports clubs, theme parks, and theaters.

One of the most contentious provisions of the bill was
the requirement for Thai nationals to have at least THB
50 million (USD 1.45 million) in a fixed deposit account
for six months before gaining entry to a casino. This
clause, listed under Section 65, was reviewed by the
Council of State (CoS), the government's legal advisory
body, and was recently removed following criticism.
Instead, Thai citizens will now be required to file
income tax returns for the past three years to qualify
for entry. The casino entrance fee remains THB 5,000
(USD 145).

Officials, including Deputy Finance Minister Julapun
Amornvivat, argued that the THB 50 million
requirement would have driven locals toward illegal
gambling dens or border casinos. The Ministry of
Finance found that only 10,000 Thai citizens met the
financial threshold, raising concerns about its
economic impact. While the revision aligns with the
government's broader goal of boosting tourism and
foreign investment, the bill still includes strict gambling
regulations, such as banning online betting, prohibiting
live-streamed casino activities, and requiring identity
verification via passport or ID card.
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Despite the amendments, protests have emerged
against the bill. On March 3, representatives from
groups such as the Network of Students and People for
Thailand’'s Reform, the Centre of People for the
Protection of the Monarchy, and the Dharma Army
submitted a letter to the prime minister, opposing the
legislation. They argued that legalizing casinos would
harm society and contradict religious principles.

The cabinet is expected to discuss the bill on March 11,
with debates continuing over whether casino access
should remain limited to high-income Thais or be
made more inclusive to stimulate economic growth.
[Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2] [Bangkok Post 3]

Thailand: Crackdown on illegal foreign
businesses intensifies

(msz/Im) Thailand is tightening regulations against
illegal foreign businesses and nominee firms,
particularly in the tourism, property, retail, and
restaurant sectors, amid rising concerns over
economic fairness, national security, and law
enforcement loopholes. The Department of Business
Development (DBD) and the Department of Provincial
Administration are leading enforcement efforts against
unlicensed foreign businesses, illegal condo rentals,
and tax evasion schemes, with heavy fines imposed on
violators.

Authorities are particularly targeting foreign investors,
mainly from China, who have been renting out
condominium units as hotels without licenses in
violation of the Hotel Act of 2004. These short-term
rentals, often conducted via Airbnb, have raised
security and public order concerns, especially in
Bangkok’s Sukhumvit area and Pattaya, where
lockboxes for keycards have been discovered in public
spaces such as food stalls and street poles. Violators
face fines of up to THB 20,000 (USD 580) and an
additional THB 10,000 (USD 290) per day until the
rentals cease. The Bangkok Metropolitan
Administration (BMA) has been tasked with stricter
enforcement to prevent unauthorized rentals and limit
foreign ownership, which in some buildings has
exceeded the legal 49 percent cap. [Bangkok Post 1]
[Bangkok Post 2]

The government is also cracking down on nominee
businesses, where foreigners use Thai proxies to
bypass legal restrictions and operate illegal tour
companies, transport businesses, restaurants, and
retail outlets. The tourism sector has been heavily
impacted, with foreign tour guides and operators
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undercutting Thai businesses. The Professional Tourist
Guides Association of Thailand has warned that illegal
foreign operators are pushing locals out of the market,
particularly in Bangkok and Pattaya. Officials are
tightening tax laws and business inspections to curb
tax evasion and money laundering, especially in areas
such as Huai Khwang, which has been dubbed
"Yaowarat 2" due to its high concentration of Chinese-
owned businesses.

In response, the DBD has launched a nationwide
investigation into nominee businesses, probing over
820 suspected cases between September 2024 and
January 2025, with estimated financial losses
exceeding THB 12.5 billion (USD 363 million). The
government is reviewing the Foreign Business Act of
1999 to close loopholes and considering new
regulations that would require foreign investors to
disclose their investment sources. Additionally, officials
are working with Thailand Post to revise outdated
postal regulations to prevent foreign logistics
companies from engaging in below-cost pricing
strategies that threaten local competitors.

To further curb foreign business abuse, the
government is considering reducing the 60-day visa-
free policy to 30 days, as many foreigners have been
found using tourist or student visas for unauthorized
business activities. Additionally, a new Hotel Act is in
development to regulate short-term rentals and
protect licensed hotel operators from illegal
competition by foreign investors.

Authorities emphasize that Thailand remains open to
foreign investment, but strict enforcement measures
will ensure fair competition, prevent nominee
businesses, and close legal loopholes. As scrutiny
increases, foreign investors and businesses will need
to comply with Thai laws, while local entrepreneurs
and regulatory agencies continue to push for greater
transparency and stronger oversight. [Bangkok Post 3]
[Bangkok Post 4]

Amid increased scrutiny of foreign businesses,
Thailand's property market is witnessing a shift in
foreign ownership trends. A 2024 survey by the Real
Estate Information Center (REIC) found that Chinese
condo purchases dropped by 14.3 percent, with
transaction values plunging 22.2 percent, reflecting
China's economic slowdown and geopolitical
uncertainties. Russian property investments have also
declined, largely due to sanctions and economic
instability.

Meanwhile, Myanmar and Taiwanese investors have
emerged as key players in Thailand's property market.
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Myanmar condo purchases surged by 146.1 percent,
reaching THB 7.04 billion (USD 204 million), while
Taiwanese acquisitions rose 57.1 percent, totaling THB
4.3 billion (USD 125 million). This growth has been
attributed to regional economic shifts and Thailand's
visa-free policy for Taiwanese travelers. Additionally,
Indian buyers have entered the top 10 list for the first
time, favoring larger, high-end condos averaging THB
5.9 million (USD 171,000) per unit. [The Nation]

Thailand: Opposition seeks probe into
NACC's alleged malfeasance

(msz) Opposition People's Party leader Natthaphong
Ruengpanyawut announced the opposition’s petition,
backed by 144 MPs and a senator, to House Speaker
Wan Muhamad Noor Matha to launch an investigation
into the National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC).
The investigation concerns the anti-graft body's
handling of many high-profile malfeasance cases,
particularly of former deputy prime minister Gen
Prawit Wongsuwon under the Prayut Chan-o-cha’s
government. The petition alongside 18 pieces of
evidence was forwarded to the House speaker on
February 27.

During his time as a deputy premier, Prawit was
accused of failing to include at least 22 luxury watches
and rings in his mandatory asset declaration. He later
claimed that the watches were loaned to him, while the
rings were inherited from his mother. Although the
NACC proceeded with the probe, the five NACC
members voted to drop the fact-finding mission. The
resulting lawsuit at the Administrative Court led to the
court ordering the NACC to make the details of the
probe public. However, an activist, who petitioned the
case and received the report, found that it was heavily
redacted.

According to opposition leader Natthphong, the nine
commissioners should also be investigated for
malfeasance since the agency ignored the court’s
order. Furthermore, the opposition seeks a probe into
the ethics of newly appointed NACC president Suchart
Trakulkasemsuk, and possibly his removal from office.
This is due to the leaked video showing the
conversation between Suchart and House Speaker
Wan, which could constitute a breach of ethics.
[Bangkok Post]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-tuu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-ill/

Thailand: War veterans' hospital staff
under investigation for bribery, drug
misuse

(Im) The War Veterans Organisation of Thailand (WVO)
has filed a complaint with the Anti-Corruption Division
(ACD) against 20 government workers, alleging their
involvement in a bribery scheme linked to drug
prescriptions at the Veterans General Hospital (VGH).

WVO Director-General Gen Detnithit Luang-Ngam and
People’s Party MP Tanadej Pengsuk lodged the
complaint on March 4, detailing a decade-long
corruption scheme facilitated by a core group of
government officials, both active and retired.

According to Tanadej, who also serves as a deputy on
the House military affairs committee, an internal
investigation over the past month uncovered over 100
people linked to the scheme, resulting in millions of
baht in damages. The Public Sector Anti-Corruption
Commission (PACC) has been assisting with the
investigation.

Gen Detnithit said he first detected irregularities
shortly after taking office in October 2023, when he
observed the same group of 10-20 patients being
transported from Lop Buri province each month, all
receiving prescriptions for the drugs under
investigation.

PACC Secretary-General Bhumivisan Kasemsook
emphasized that the probe would continue regardless
of whether military agencies were involved, stating that
officials at all levels would be held accountable. He
urged those involved to come forward before further
allegations are made. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Senate rejects fine-mesh nets
for night fishing, sends bill back to Lower
House

Thailand's Senate has rejected a proposed amendment
to the Fisheries Act that would have allowed the use of
fine-mesh purse seine nets for night fishing, citing
concerns over the sustainability of the country's
aquatic resources. The Upper House's decision means
the bill, which had already been approved by the
House of Representatives, will now be sent back to the
Lower House for reconsideration.

The contentious issue centered on Section 28 of the
amendment, which sought to modify Section 69 of the
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2015 Royal Ordinance on Fisheries. The Senate, in a
decisive vote of 128 to 8, with three abstentions,
upheld a ban on all purse seine nets with mesh sizes
smaller than 2.5 centimeters for night fishing.
Proponents of the ban argued that fine-mesh nets,
particularly when used in combination with artificial
light to attract fish, would indiscriminately catch
juvenile marine animals, threatening fish stocks and
long-term ecological balance.

Senator Thewarit Maneechai warned that allowing
such practices beyond the 12-nautical-mile coastal
zone would severely impact marine populations.
Meanwhile, Tawat Suraban, chair of the Senate’s
subcommittee on the bill, emphasized that prioritizing
short-term gains over conservation could have dire
consequences for the fishing industry and the
country's food security.

Despite the dispute over Section 28, the Senate
approved the overall bill with an overwhelming
majority of 141 votes in favor, three against, and four
abstentions. The House of Representatives must now
decide whether to accept the Senate's version of the
bill or insist on its original amendment. If the Lower
House rejects the Senate’s decision, a joint committee
will be formed to resolve the issue, with the final say
resting with the House. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Government launches online
mediation platform for consumer
disputes

The Thai government has introduced the "OCPB
Mediate" mobile app and website, a digital platform
designed to streamline consumer dispute resolution.
The initiative, spearheaded by the Office of the
Consumer Protection Board (OCPB), aims to enhance
consumer rights and expedite conflict mediation
between consumers and businesses, particularly in
online transactions.

With an average of 250 mediation cases per month,
the OCPB has faced significant backlogs, leading to
consumer dissatisfaction. The OCPB's new approach
includes group mediation techniques, which address
disputes involving multiple consumers and the same
vendor simultaneously. This method is expected to
accelerate resolutions at three times the speed of
traditional case-by-case mediation. [Bangkok Post]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-ily/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-ilj/

Thailand: Prime Minister Paetongtarn
launches national crackdown on vapes

(msz) On February 26, Prime Minister Paetongtarn
Shinawatra announced the launch of a nationwide
crackdown on illegally imported and sold vapes,
particularly in areas around educational institutions. A
one-month deadline had been set for the operation,
which was jointly conducted by the Royal Thai Police
(RTP), the Ministry of Commerce, the Ministry of
Interior, and the Customs Department. The prime
minister had also instructed the combined task force
to report its progress to Prime Minister's Office
Minister Jiraporn Sinthuprai within 15 days.

According to national police chief Pol Gen Kittharath
Punpetch, the Metropolitan Police Bureau will lead the
crackdown in Bangkok, while enforcement outside
Bangkok will be assigned to provincial police. He
mentioned that 2024 saw 2,000 raids on shops selling
vapes near educational institutions, adding that such
efforts will intensify this year. The RTP in 2024 issued a
warning to police officers and other government
officials involved in the illegal vape trade, who could
face harsher penalties than ordinary citizens. [Bangkok
Post]

Thailand: Social Security Office faces
mounting scrutiny over spending and
transparency

(bk) The Social Security Office (SSO), the government
agency managing Thailand's Social Security Fund (SSF),
which provides health, pension, unemployment, and
welfare benefits to approximately 25 million people, is
under increasing pressure for reform and
accountability. Critics have raised concerns about
lavish spending, mismanagement, and a lack of
transparency, warning that financial mismanagement
could jeopardize the future of the country’s social
security system.

Calls for reform intensified after the House budget
committee questioned extravagant expenditures,
including a THB 2.2 million (USD 64,000) overseas
study trip for executives, featuring first-class travel and
five-star accommodations, and the THB 276 million
(USD 8 million) SSO+ mobile application, which has
faced delays and criticism over cost efficiency.
Additionally, the SSO hotline costs THB 100 million
(USD 3 million) annually, while its THB 50-70 million
(USD 1.5-2 million) annual calendar budget has been
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criticized for lacking competitive bidding. [AIR No. 8,
February/2025, 4]

The SSO's operating budget surged from THB 4 billion
(USD 117 million) in 2020 to THB 6.61 billion (USD 193
million) in 2023, yet service quality remains stagnant.
Public relations spending amounted to THB 336 million
(USD 10 million) last year, even as surveys indicated
that many Thais remain uninformed about the
agency's services, particularly younger demographics.

The agency also faces criticism for its lack of oversight,
as its budget—funded by subscribers rather than
taxpayers—is not subject to parliamentary scrutiny.
Reform advocates argue that broadcasting SSO board
meetings and releasing minutes would improve
transparency. Some have proposed transferring its
medical insurance scheme to the National Health
Security Office (NHSO), which successfully manages
Thailand's universal healthcare system.

The controversy escalated after a leaked internal
memo warned SSO employees against disclosing
internal documents. The memo surfaced after an
opposition MP demanded financial details on the THB
850 million (USD 24.6 million) web application project,
which has faced six months of delays. The SSO
defended the memo, stating that such reminders are
routine, but critics saw it as an attempt to block
scrutiny of financial irregularities. [Bangkok Post]

Labour Ministry officials defended the SSO,
emphasizing that management expenses do not
exceed 3 percent of total contributions, well below the
10 percent legal cap. They also claimed that the SSF is
financially stable for at least the next 30 years and
proposed expanding contributions to include
freelancers, street vendors, farmers, and fishermen to
ensure long-term sustainability.

Despite these assurances, opposition lawmakers
continue to demand greater transparency and
financial accountability to prevent wasteful spending
and mismanagement. The House committee’s probe
into the SSO's financial practices is ongoing. [Thai PBS
World]

Thailand: Debate over foreigner
healthcare costs intensifies

(Im) The National Economic and Social Development
Council (NESDC) has defended its recent report on the
cost of healthcare for foreign workers in Thailand,
amid skepticism from the Public Health Ministry. The
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NESDC's report highlighted a significant increase in
demand for healthcare services from foreigners,
particularly in border provinces, with a record 3.8
million healthcare visits in the 2024 fiscal year. It
estimated the total cost at THB 92 billion (USD 2.6
billion), with only 3.3 percent of the amount
reimbursed, placing a substantial financial burden on
public hospitals.

However, Public Health Minister Somsak Thepsutin
challenged the accuracy of these figures, suggesting
that the actual healthcare costs for foreign workers,
including those in border areas, were closer to THB 2
billion (USD 57 million). Somsak speculated that the
discrepancy may stem from data entry errors or
misreporting.

In response, the NESDC clarified that its figures were
based on official data provided by the Public Health
Ministry’'s Secretariat Office in both document and
digital formats. The data covered foreign worker
healthcare access, medical expenses, and
reimbursement records from 2017 to 2024. The NESDC
acknowledged that the Division of Health Economics
and Health Security had promised to provide updated
figures, but insisted that its report adhered to
academic principles. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Montagnard asylum seekers
detained during funeral raid

(hrs) On February 23, 2025, Thai police detained 68
Montagnard asylum seekers during a raid on a funeral
service in Nonthaburi province, just north of Bangkok.
Many of the detainees held UNHCR-issued refugee
cards, raising concerns over their potential deportation
to Vietnam, where they face religious persecution. The
service, organized by Y Quynh Bdap's wife for her late
mother, was attended by many Ede minority group
members, like Bdap, who fled Vietnam due to
persecution.

Montagnards, indigenous to Vietnam's Central
Highlands, have long faced discrimination by
Vietnamese authorities. Some of those detained were
also members of Montagnards Stand For Justice (MSF)),
a group advocating for Montagnard rights. MSF)
members, including Y Quynh Bdap, face possible
extradition to Vietnam, where they risk harsh
punishments related to terrorism charges, notably in
connection to a 2023 attack in Dak Lak.

While most detainees were charged with illegal entry,
43 refugees with UNHCR status were detained,
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complicating their deportation process. Col. Ronapat
Tubtimtong, police chief of Bangyai district, stated that
the detainees would not face immediate deportation
but would be held at Suan Plu detention center after
being fined. The situation remains precarious for
Montagnard refugees in Thailand, especially with
Vietnam's extradition request for Bdap still active.

Bdap's case has drawn international attention as he
fights extradition in Thai courts. Vietnam has charged
him with “terrorism” for his activism, and in September
2024, the Bangkok Criminal Court ruled in favor of his
extradition, though an appeal is pending. MSF)
members arrested during the funeral raid could also
face extradition risks, as Vietnam may pursue such
requests through in-absentia trials, as was the case
with Bdap.[Bangkok Post] [Radio Free Asia]

Thailand: Cabinet to review Anti-
Discrimination Bill by April

(msz) The Thai government is set to review its version
of the Anti-Discrimination Bill, with the Ministry of
Justice's Rights and Liberties Protection Department
expected to submit the draft for cabinet approval by
March or April. The bill aims to protect individuals from
discrimination based on identity factors such as
ethnicity, gender, HIV status, disabilities, employment,
political affiliation, and religion.

The initiative, first proposed in 2019 by civil society
groups, seeks to prevent discrimination by state
officials while providing support for those affected. The
government's bill is one of five competing versions,
with additional proposals from the Pen Tham Party,
Prachachart Party, Pheu Thai Party, and the People's
Movement to Eliminate Discrimination (MoVvED).

MovVED representative Suntorn Sukcha urged the
government to allow all versions to undergo a first
reading alongside the state’s draft, noting that the
other proposals are pending the prime minister’s
approval due to their implications on the state budget.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Rice farmers plan renewed
protests over falling prices

(Im) Rice farmers from 12 provinces in Thailand's lower
northern and upper central regions are set to stage
another protest at Government House in Bangkok on
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March 4, demanding action from the government to
address plummeting rice prices.

The farmers are pushing for the price of dry season
rice to be raised to THB 11,000 (USD 319) per ton, up
from the current range of THB 6,000 to 7,000 (USD 174
to 203). They argue that current market rates fail to
cover production costs and that their concerns were
ignored in the latest cabinet meeting.

Their previous protest on February 19 sought similar
price support, but no concrete measures were
introduced. Discontent grew after a former Phichit
senator proposed a plan without consulting farmers,
prompting renewed demonstrations.

Meanwhile, the Thai Rice Exporters Association warns
that rice exports may decline by 33 percent year-on-
year in the first quarter of 2025 due to increased global
competition. Farmers argue that without government
intervention, low prices could further strain their
livelihoods. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Rights commission raises
concerns over biomass power plant
impacts in Deep South

(Im) The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC)
has raised concerns over the environmental and health
impacts of biomass power plants in Thailand's Deep
South, urging authorities to improve transparency and
oversight.

NHRC commissioner Suchart Setthamalinee stated that
16 companies have been granted licenses to operate
biomass power plants in the region. However,
inspections revealed that local authorities have not
provided residents with clear information on
environmental consequences. While officials insist that
the plants comply with Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) reports, some have been found to
release airborne ash and generate excessive noise
pollution.

Under current regulations, small power plants with a
capacity of no more than 10 megawatts are exempt
from EIA requirements. Instead, they must adhere to
an Energy Regulatory Commission (ERC) code of
practice to minimize environmental harm. However,
recent projects in Yala's Yaha district, including a three-
megawatt and six-megawatt plant, faced strong local
opposition during a public hearing in November 2023
due to concerns over health risks and pollution.


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-iry/

The NHRC recommends that the ERC mandate
developers to provide full project details to local
communities and conduct a second public hearing.
Additionally, developers should be required to conduct
human rights due diligence to prevent potential rights
violations.

The NHRC also called for local administrative bodies to
work with community groups to oversee the Power
Development Fund, ensuring that funds are properly
allocated for monitoring environmental impacts and
supporting affected communities. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Interest rate cut fails to restore
investor confidence as stock market
struggles

(msz/bk/Im) Thailand's central bank has cut interest
rates, but the move has done little to restore investor
confidence as businesses remain cautious and the
country’s stock market continues to decline.

The Bank of Thailand's (BOT) Monetary Policy
Committee (MPC) voted 6-1 on February 26 to lower
the policy rate by 25 basis points to 2 percent, marking
the lowest rate in two years. MPC Secretary Sakkapop
Panyanukul stated that the decision was aligned with
inflation trends and economic growth projections,
aiming to ease financial constraints without
destabilizing the financial system. However, BOT
officials acknowledged that growth will likely remain
below expectations despite strong tourism and
exports, citing structural weaknesses in the
automobile, petrochemical, and construction material
industries, as well as increasing competition from
imports. [Thai PBS World]

The business sector has widely welcomed the rate cut
but remains cautious about its impact. Real estate
developers expect lower interest rates to ease financial
burdens on homebuyers and business operators, but
lending policies remain strict, limiting the potential
benefits. Some industry leaders argue that Thailand's
rate cuts have been relatively small compared to its
neighbors, making borrowing costs higher and slowing
capital inflows. Business groups have called for
additional government support, such as long-term low-
interest loans to encourage investment and
homeownership. [The Nation]

Despite the central bank’s move, Thailand's stock
market continues to struggle. The Stock Exchange of
Thailand (SET) index fell below 1,200 points on
February 28, declining 2.4 percent before recovering
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slightly to 1,195.26, marking a 1.68 percent loss for the
day. The market has dropped 20 percent since its peak
in October 2024, making it Asia's worst-performing
equity market in 2025. Over the past two years, nearly
USD 10 billion in foreign funds have exited the Thai
market. Analysts suggest that weak economic growth,
disappointing corporate earnings, and global trade
uncertainties—particularly concerns over US President
Donald Trump's tariff policies—are contributing to
declining investor confidence. [Bangkok Post 1]

Speaking against this backdrop of severe economic
difficulties, Thaksin Shinawatra - widely seen as de
facto leader of the ruling Pheu Thai Party - has
stepped in to defend the Pheu Thai-led government,
urging the public to remain patient. Speaking in
Nakhon Si Thammarat, he likened the current
economic crisis to a house with severe structural
damage, requiring time and extensive repairs. He
contrasted this with the 1997 Asian financial crisis
(Tom Yum Kung crisis), which he described as a simpler
issue of fixing a "damaged roof." Thaksin
acknowledged that government policies have yet to
produce results, largely because state funds have not
yet been fully disbursed. He assured that once these
funds are released, they will stimulate the economy
without additional borrowing. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Somchai Satjapong named Bank
of Thailand chairman after Kittiratt's
disqualification

(bk) Somchai Satjapong, a former finance permanent
secretary, has been selected as the new chairman of
the board of the Bank of Thailand (BoT) by the
selection committee. He was chosen over Surapol
Nitikraipot, a former rector of Thammasat University
and the central bank’s nominee, after being put
forward by the Finance Ministry. Sathit Limpongpan,
the committee chairman and a former finance
permanent secretary, confirmed the selection but did
not disclose the vote count. He has already notified
Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira and expects the
nomination to be presented to the cabinet for
approval, before being sent for royal endorsement.
[Thai PBS World]

The Finance Ministry had initially nominated Kittiratt
Na Ranong, a former deputy prime minister under
Yingluck Shinawatra and key figure in the ruling Pheu
Thai Party, for the role, which raised concerns among
former central bank chiefs and hundreds of
economists about the potential weakening of the BoT's
independence. Although the BoT board chair does not
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directly influence monetary policy, the position is
crucial as the chairman leads the board that selects
four members of the monetary policy committee
(MPC), which also includes the central bank governor
and two deputy governors. The MPC plays a key role in
setting interest rates and guiding monetary policy.

The government's nominations for BoT leadership
positions have been under close scrutiny due to
ongoing tensions between the administration and the
central bank, particularly regarding monetary policy.
The government has repeatedly called for interest rate
cuts to stimulate economic growth, while the BoT has
resisted political pressure, prioritizing inflation control
and financial stability.

In December 2024, the Council of State ruled Kittiratt
ineligible due to his recent advisory position under
former Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin. This led to the
reconsideration of candidates and the eventual
selection of Mr. Somchai.

The selection of a new central bank governor is
expected later this year, making the appointment of
the board chairman particularly significant. [Bangkok
Post]

Thailand: Experts warn of economic risks
amid shifting global tech policies

(Im) Experts are urging Thailand to increase investment
in technology and innovation to remain competitive, as
geopolitical shifts—particularly under Donald Trump'’s
administration—reshape global trade and technology
supply chains.

During a recent seminar, analysts highlighted that
Trump's protectionist policies are driving U.S.
companies to relocate production and increasing
investments in artificial intelligence (Al), with a planned
USD 700 billion investment by 2028. This shift could
restrict Thailand's access to foreign technology and
make it harder for Thai exports to enter the U.S.
market, while also flooding ASEAN markets with
Chinese products unable to enter the U.S.

However, experts noted that these changes could also
present opportunities for Thailand to attract foreign
investors looking to shift production away from China.
To capitalize on this, Thailand must increase
investment in research and development (R&D),
particularly in precision agriculture, smart tourism,
health tourism, and biotechnology.
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Analysts emphasized that regulatory reforms, STEM
education, and private-public sector cooperation are
essential to ensure Thailand remains competitive in
the global tech landscape. Without urgent action,
Thailand risks falling behind in a rapidly evolving
technology-driven economy. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Government plans 50 percent
subsidy scheme to boost domestic
tourism in low season

(Im/hrs) The Tourism and Sports Ministry is set to
launch a co-payment tourism subsidy program in May
2025, aiming to stimulate domestic travel during the
low season from May to September. Under the
proposed scheme, Thai travelers will only pay half of
their travel costs, with the government covering the
remaining 50 percent. The program is expected to cost
THB 3.5 billion (USD 102 million) and aims to attract 1
million participants.

Tourism Minister Sorawong Thienthong stated that the
ministry is seeking cabinet approval to allocate funds
from the central government budget. The initiative
follows past tourism subsidy programs such as "Khon
La Krueng" and "We Travel Together", which were
introduced in 2020 under former Prime Minister
Prayut Chan-o-cha to support local businesses during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The upcoming program will
have a new name under Prime Minister Paetongtarn
Shinawatra’'s administration. [Bangkok Post]

Other tourism proposals include a THB 240 million
(USD 7 million) budget proposed for the April Songkran
celebrations as well as plans to begin collecting the
THB 300 (USD 9) tourism tax during the high tourist
season. The Maha Songkran World Water Festival will
be held between April 11 to 15 in Bangkok, and aims to
generate THB 40 to 50 billion (USD 1 to 1.5 billion).

The government also announced the “Thailand
Summer Festival”, with events from March until
September aiming to generate consistent revenue to
hit Thailand's national goal of 39 million foreign
tourists and THB 3.5 trillion (USD 100 billion). [Bangkok
Post]

To continue boosting tourism, the Tourism Authority of
Thailand (TAT) has signed a Letter of Intent (LOI) on
February 27 with Beijing Baidu Netcom Science
Technology to boost Thailand's appeal for tourism.
Baidu will use its expertise to enhance Thailand's
image as a tourist destination through digital
marketing, Al-powered travel insights and customized,
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targeted content. The LOI is expected to further boost
Chinese arrivals, who are currently the largest inbound
tourist market for Thailand. [TAT News]

Thailand: Excise Department to revise
PHEV tax structure, remove fuel tank size
and CO2 criteria

(bk) The Excise Department is preparing to revise tax
conditions for plug-in hybrid electric vehicles (PHEVs)
by removing the fuel tank size requirement and CO2
emission criteria to encourage investment and position
Thailand as a key production hub for these vehicles.
The revised tax structure will separate PHEV taxation
from hybrid EVs (HEVs), making the system more
attractive to manufacturers.

Currently, Thailand's PHEV tax structure considers
multiple factors, including CO2 emissions, driving
range, and fuel tank size. Under the existing system,
PHEVs with an electric range of at least 80 km per
charge and a fuel tank no larger than 45 liters are
taxed at 5 percent of the vehicle's value. If a PHEV does
not meet these conditions, it is taxed at 10 percent.

The new tax plan will eliminate the 45-liter fuel tank
cap and remove CO2-based taxation. Deputy Finance
Minister Paopoom Rojanasakul explained that fuel
tank size standards differ by region, making it
impractical to impose this requirement in Thailand. He
also noted that the current CO2 emission criteria had
unintended consequences, as manufacturers
prioritized fuel efficiency in ICEs rather than shifting
towards better electric battery technology. He also
pointed out that the current CO2 emission criteria had
unintended consequences, as manufacturers focused
on improving fuel efficiency in internal combustion
engines (ICEs) instead of advancing electric battery
technology. By removing the fuel tank size
requirement, manufacturers will be able to reduce
costs, as they will no longer be required to modify fuel
tank sizes to meet Thai rules, even if their vehicles
already comply with international safety standards.
This change will eliminate the need for additional
safety tests, ultimately cutting production costs and
streamlining vehicle development in Thailand.

The new PHEV tax structure is currently under review
and will be submitted to the cabinet for approval
before implementation in 2026. [Bangkok Post 1]

At the same time, Thailand'’s auto parts industry is
facing uncertainty due to the U.S. administration’s plan
to impose a 25 percent tariff on imports from Mexico
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and Canada, which could indirectly impact Thai
manufacturers supplying components to Japanese
carmakers in Mexico. The Federation of Thai Industries
(FT1) is also monitoring whether Thailand itself could
face U.S. tariffs, given its USD 35 billion trade surplus
with Washington in 2024.

Domestically, the industry continues to struggle with a
prolonged slowdown caused by high household debt
and stricter auto loan requirements, which have
dampened consumer purchasing power. Pickup truck
sales, a key segment for Thai auto parts suppliers, have
declined, leading some companies to reduce work
hours and cut wages. This has raised concerns about
job losses among the sector’s 700,000 workers.

To adapt, the FTl is encouraging Thai manufacturers to
pivot toward producing components for Chinese
electric vehicle (EV) manufacturers. However, the
transition from internal combustion engine parts to EV
components could take one to two years, delaying the
industry's recovery. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: TikTok to invest USD 8.76 billion
in digital infrastructure and data hosting

(msz) TikTok has pledged a THB 300 billion (USD 8.7
billion) investment in Thailand over the next five years,
including the establishment of a data hosting facility to
enhance user data management across Southeast
Asia. The announcement followed a meeting between
TikTok's vice president of public policy and Prime
Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra at Government
House in Bangkok.

The investment aims to strengthen Thailand's
technological infrastructure and position the country
as a regional technology hub. The data hosting facility
will primarily serve Thailand's estimated 50 million
TikTok users and others across the ASEAN region.
Thailand's Board of Investment (BOI) has already
approved the project.

The meeting also addressed concerns over online
safety, with both parties agreeing to strengthen
content moderation, combat fake news, and promote
digital literacy. The Thai government welcomed the
investment, emphasizing Thailand’s strategic location,
strong digital infrastructure, and skilled workforce as
key factors attracting global investors.

Officials highlighted TikTok's impact on Thai culture
and tourism, with the #Thailand hashtag appearing in
over 4 million posts last year. The Prime Minister
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expressed confidence that the investment would
create opportunities for small entrepreneurs, content
creators, and local communities, reinforcing Thailand's
ambition to become a leader in the digital economy.
[The Nation]

Thailand: Reice sector to be revamped
with USD 126 million climate-smart
farming plan

(hrs) Thailand has launched a major initiative to
overhaul its rice sector, backed by a EUR 118 million
(USD 126 million) climate-smart farming project. This
effort aims to support 253,400 rice farmers in adopting
sustainable agricultural practices and reduce 2.44
million tons of CO, equivalent emissions by 2028. The
project is funded by the Green Climate Fund (GCF), the
German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation
and Development (BMZ), and private-sector partners,
including Ebro Foods, MARS Food, Olam Agri, and
PepsiCo.

Over the next five years, the project will help farmers
improve productivity, enhance livelihoods, and
strengthen market environments for Thailand's rice
sector. The initiative is also designed to make rice
farming more resilient and sustainable, fostering long-
term benefits for both farmers and the broader
agricultural industry. [Nation Thailand]

Thailand: Push for Gulf of Thailand canal
project gains momentum

(Im) Efforts to advance the long-debated Gulf of
Thailand canal project, also known as the 9A Canal
Route, have intensified as advocates call on the
government to establish a national committee to
assess its feasibility. The Thai Canal Association for
Study and Development submitted a petition to Prime
Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra during a recent
government meeting in Phatthalung, urging immediate
action.

The proposed canal would stretch 135 kilometers,
connecting Ao Luk Port in Krabi on the Andaman Sea
to Ban Tha Bon in Songkhla on the Gulf of Thailand,
passing through Trang, Phatthalung, and Nakhon Si
Thammarat. With a projected width of 300-400 meters
and depth of 15-18 meters, the waterway aims to
facilitate global shipping by bypassing the Malacca
Strait, one of the world's busiest maritime chokepoints.
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Supporters argue that the project could handle at least
300 billion tons of cargo annually, a volume nearly six
times the total global maritime trade in 2023, and
generate 500,000 to one million jobs, providing
significant economic benefits to local communities.
Compensation measures for affected residents across
the five provinces have also been proposed.

Despite the feasibility study passing the Senate,
parliamentary discussions on forming a 49-member
study committee were delayed due to a lack of
quorum. The association believes the project is crucial
for Thailand's economic future, particularly in
addressing financial vulnerabilities. The proposed
study will involve experts from environmental,
biodiversity, and cultural impact sectors to ensure a
comprehensive assessment.[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Authorities push for renewed
peace talks in Deep South

(Im) The Thai government is being urged to accelerate
peace talks with the separatist group Barisan Revolusi
Nasional Melayu Patani (BRN) to address the ongoing
insurgency in the deep South. Human rights advocates
and peace activists warn that delaying negotiations
could lead to more violent incidents, affecting civilians
and worsening economic conditions in Yala, Pattani,
and Narathiwat provinces.

Since 2004, cycles of violence have disrupted
communities, investment, and economic growth.
Activists stress that continued unrest threatens the
future of young people, as many fear joblessness and
lack of educational opportunities. A new peace
negotiation committee was announced in January, but
the government has yet to finalize its composition.
Officials emphasize that efforts to restore stability
should integrate local voices, economic development,
and law enforcement.

Meanwhile, Buddhist and Muslim leaders are
advocating for a "safe space" model to foster dialogue
between communities. The government is also
reviewing strategies to address systemic injustices and
long-standing grievances in the region, which has a
distinct cultural and religious identity compared to the
rest of Thailand.[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Increased alert for ‘super meth’
pills
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(hrs) The Thai government has issued warning over the
emergence of methamphetamine pills covered in
crystal meth, known colloquially as “Frung Fring” pills,
following an interception of 106,000 pills at a border
with the intention of being smuggled into Thailand.

The mixture of methamphetamine and crystal meth
enhances the potency of the pills, posing a significant
threat for users. Acknowledging the threat, the
government has instructed all relevant agencies to
heighten border surveillance to prevent narcotics
smuggling into Thailand. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Cyber Crime Bureau dismantles
online gambling network, seizing millions

(bk/hrs) The Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau (CCIB)
conducted a significant operation targeting the online
gambling website "Betflixgun," leading to the seizure of
assets valued at over THB 100 million (USD 2.9 million).

The investigation into Betflixgun was initiated following
numerous public complaints about the site. Upon
further examination, the CCIB discovered that the
gambling website generated approximately THB 20
million (USD 580,000) in revenue each month.

The search, conducted at three locations on February
27, uncovered over THB 10 million (USD 290,000) in
cash, along with computers, phones, bank passbooks,
and ATM cards tied to the gambling operation.
Additional assets, including gold bars, jewelry, a car,
and CCTV equipment, were also confiscated. In total,
five Thai men were arrested for their role as
administrators of the site, while another Thai man was
detained for his involvement in money laundering
activities. One of the suspects revealed that the
gambling website had been operating for about five
years, with the Thai-led gang continuously changing
their locations every two months to avoid detection by
law enforcement.

Between January 1 and February 20, the CCIB reported
having handled 635 cybercrime cases, 298 of which
were directly linked to online gambling. In this period,
the bureau also proposed blocking 9,394 URLs
believed to be associated with illegal online activities,
including gambling. This operation highlights the
ongoing efforts of Thai authorities to crack down on
cybercrimes, particularly online gambling, which
continues to grow in scale and sophistication. [The
Nation]
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In a similar case, police busted another gambling site,
arresting 13 people for their alleged involvement in a
popular gaming website known as SBOBET that had
been operating for over 10 years. The site generated
more than THB 1.6 billion (USD 47 mil) annually, and
the impounded assets held by the suspects were worth
THB 20 million (USD 588k).

The arrests follow a case involving a popular 43-year-
old fengshui master known as Tili, whose full name
was Thanawan Jiracharoenwes. He had been arrested
earlier on suspicions of defrauding 117 people out of
THB 130 million (USD 3.8 mil). Police investigators
alleged that Mr. Thanawan had put THB 90 million
(USD 2.65 million) into SBOBET. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Phuket tightens foreigner
controls after surge in crime

(Im) Phuket, Thailand's largest island and a major
tourist destination, is tightening immigration
screenings and law enforcement following a rise in
drug-related crimes and illegal employment by
foreigners. In 2024, 194 foreigners had their visas
revoked, while 998 were deported, primarily for drug
offenses and working without permits.

The province's immigration office now holds bi-
monthly meetings with international consular officials
to enhance cooperation. Foreign arrivals must clear
background checks, prove they have sufficient funds
and a clear itinerary, and comply with Thai laws.
Authorities are also intensifying efforts to monitor
places of stay and crack down on illegal employment,
particularly unlicensed foreign tour guides.

Officials warned that foreigners caught working
illegally will be arrested and deported, with repeat
offenders permanently banned from re-entering
Thailand. Law enforcement is also encouraging the
public to report suspicious activities involving
foreigners.

In January 2025 alone, Phuket welcomed 800,000
foreign tourists, while 36,000 foreigners reside there
long-term, mainly for business, studies, or retirement.
Muang district is the most popular area for long-stay
visitors, particularly among Russians. Police detained
four foreigners in January who had fled to Thailand
despite active arrest warrants abroad, and 34 tourist
visas were revoked due to legal violations. [Bangkok
Post]
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Thailand: Gen Pana visits peacekeepers in
South Sudan

(Im) Royal Thai Army (RTA) commander-in-chief Gen
Pana Klaewplodthuk recently visited the Thai
Horizontal Military Engineering Company stationed in
South Sudan as part of the United Nations Mission in
South Sudan (UNMISS). The visit took place on
February 26 in the capital city of Juba, where the unit
has been serving since 2018.

The Thai Horizontal Military Engineering Company,
currently in its fifth rotation, has been instrumental in
setting up a field hospital and providing medical
support. The company is engaged in improving supply
routes and camp infrastructure, with a focus on
integrating King Rama IX's sufficiency economy
philosophy to benefit local communities. [Bangkok
Post]

Timor-Leste: TIMOR GAP and Eni sign
agreement to explore petroleum
resources

(Im) Timor-Leste's state-owned petroleum company,
TIMOR GAP, and Italian energy firm Eni have signed an
agreement for joint exploration of oil and gas in the TL-
S0O-22-23 block, granting TIMOR GAP a 12.5 percent
stake in the project. The signing, witnessed by Minister
of Petroleum and Mineral Resources Francisco da
Costa Monteiro, marks a step in the government's
policy to maximize state participation in resource
development.

The TL-SO-22-23 block is an offshore exploration area
located in the Timor Sea, between the Greater Sunrise
and Chuditch gas fields. It was awarded as part of the
Second Timor-Leste Licensing Round (2019-2022) and
is considered a promising site for hydrocarbon
exploration. The TL-SO-22-23 Production Sharing
Contract, originally signed between the National
Petroleum Authority (ANP) and Eni in December 2023,
outlines commitments for seismic research and
drilling. Eni's investment is expected to strengthen
Timor-Leste's energy sector and contribute to
economic growth. [Government of Timor-Leste]

Vietnam: Government plans to merge
provincial administrative units, abolish
district-level authorities
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(hn/Im) Vietnam is moving forward with significant
administrative reforms, including the merger of
provincial administrative units and the abolition of
district-level authorities, as part of a broader effort to
introduce a two-tier local governance model. These
proposals, which must be submitted to the Party
Central Committee by April 7, aim to streamline
operations, increase efficiency, and improve
governance. The restructuring plan will consider
factors such as population size, socio-economic
development strategies, regional plans, and local
comparative advantages.

As part of this overhaul, commune-level reorganization
will focus on tailoring local government models to suit
urban, rural, mountainous, plain, and island areas
based on specific local factors such as population,
history, culture, and security needs. A review of the
organizational structures and functions of provincial
and district agencies will also take place, ensuring
operations are streamlined and non-essential units,
including media outlets, are eliminated. The district-
level court and procuracy systems will also be
abolished as part of the reorganization.

Moreover, effective March 1, Vietnam will officially
dissolve district-level police departments and
transition to a three-tier police structure consisting of
ministry, province, and commune units. Alongside
these reforms, the Ministry of Public Security will
assume control over the issuance of judicial records
and driver's license renewals, integrating these
services with the national digital ID system to further
streamline processes. [Viet Nam News] [Vietnamnet]

Vietnam: State President announces
promulgation of three new laws

(Im) Vietnam'’s State President has issued an order
promulgating three newly passed laws following their
approval by the 15th National Assembly during its 9th
extraordinary session. The laws, which focus on
governance reforms, include amendments to the Law
on the Organization of the National Assembly, the Law
on the Organization of the Government, and the Law
on the Organization of Local Governments.

The revised Law on the Organization of the National
Assembly took effect immediately upon its passage on
February 17, modifying 21 articles and repealing 17
others. It clarifies the division of authority among state
institutions and modernizes legislative processes, while
refining the roles of the NA Secretary-General, Office,
and Standing Committee’s agencies.
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The Law on the Organization of the Government,
effective March 1, defines the Prime Minister's
responsibilities in overseeing the administrative
system and specifies the duties of ministers. It
strengthens the principles of decentralization and
delegation, emphasizing that local governments will
take greater responsibility for decision-making and
implementation.

The Law on the Organization of Local Governments,
also effective March 1, introduces clearer divisions of
power among local administrations, preventing
overlapping responsibilities. A key addition allows local
governments to propose adjustments in delegated
powers based on their specific capacities and needs.
[Viet Nam News]

Vietham: Ministry of Agriculture and
Environment established to streamline
governance and boost efficiency

(hn) Deputy Prime Minister Tran Hong Ha announced
the formation of the Ministry of Agriculture and
Environment through the merger of the Ministry of
Agriculture and Rural Development and the Ministry of
Natural Resources and Environment. This move aims
to improve efficiency in managing 25 interrelated
sectors, including climate change, land resources, and
sustainable development.

Minister Do Duc Duy, appointed as the head, pledged
to streamline operations and enhance policy-making.
The new ministry now has 30 units, reduced from 53,
making it one of the most efficient government bodies.
The restructuring aligns with National Assembly
Resolution No. 176/2025/QH15 and Government
Decree No. 35/2025/ND-CP, effective March 1, 2025.
[Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Nationwide tuition waiver for
public school students starting 2025

(hn) Vietnam's Politburo has announced a nationwide
tuition waiver for public school students from
preschool to high school, starting in September 2025.
This policy aims to expand education access and ease
financial burdens on families. The Government Party
Committee will oversee its implementation through
relevant ministries. Currently, primary school students
are already exempt, and some provinces have
independently waived fees. Preschool students have
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benefited from a tuition waiver since September 2024
under Government Decree No.81. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Travel bans imposed on
individuals with significant tax debts
under new decree

(hn) A new government decree, effective February 28,
2025, imposes travel bans on individuals and business
owners with outstanding tax debts of at least VND 50
million (USD 2,000) for over 120 days. This measure is
part of efforts to enforce tax compliance and ensure
that outstanding debts are settled.

Under the previous regulations, there was no specific
debt threshold for imposing travel restrictions.
However, Decree 49/2025 establishes a clear limit:
individuals and business owners with tax debts
exceeding VND 50 million (USD 2,000) for over 120
days will face temporary exit bans. For legal
representatives of businesses or cooperatives, the
threshold is set at VND 500 million (USD 20,000).

The ban will also apply to individuals who are no
longer operating at their registered business address,
those emigrating, or foreign nationals departing from
Vietnam, regardless of their debt amount. Authorities
estimate that around 81,000 individuals could be
affected by this new policy.

Tax agencies will notify taxpayers electronically, and if
that fails, announcements will be made on tax
authority websites. If payment is not made within 30
days, immigration control agencies will enforce the
travel ban. Once the debt is cleared, the travel ban will
be lifted within 24 hours through a digital notification
system. [Vnexpress, in Vietnamese] [Viethamnet]

Vietnam: Journalist Huy Duc sentenced to
30 months for Facebook posts

(Im) A United Nations group has condemned Vietnam's
legal practices as arbitrary, following the imprisonment
of journalist and activist Nguyen Lan Thang. The
Working Group on Arbitrary Detention criticized the
country's use of Article 117 of the criminal code, which
criminalizes "propaganda against the state" for its
vague and overly broad language. The article, the
group argued, violates international law by creating a
legal trap for government critics.
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Nguyen Lan Thang, a blogger for Radio Free Asia, was
arrested in 2022 and sentenced to six years in prison
in 2023 for exercising his fundamental rights to
freedom of speech and peaceful assembly, as
guaranteed by the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights.

The UN experts called for Thang's immediate release
and compensation, as his arrest and trial violated basic
legal standards. His case is seen as part of a broader
pattern in Vietnam, where activists, bloggers, and
journalists face arbitrary arrests, unfair trials, and long
periods in solitary confinement. The UN warned that
such actions could constitute crimes against humanity,
describing the targeting of dissidents as part of a
systemic effort to suppress free speech and human
rights. [Radio Free Asia]

In a separate case, journalist Huy Duc, also known as
Truong Huy San, was sentenced to 30 months in prison
by a court in Hanoi for Facebook posts that criticized
Vietnam's leadership. The 63-year-old was convicted of
"abusing democratic freedoms" due to 13 social media
articles authorities claimed negatively impacted social
order. Huy Duc, a former senior army lieutenant and
influential independent journalist, had previously been
dismissed from a state-run newspaper in 2009 for his
criticism of the Soviet Union. His sentencing follows a
crackdown on dissent in Vietnam, with other critics,
including blogger Duong Van Thai and former lawyer,
also facing imprisonment.

Vietnam has been increasingly tightening its control
over media and the internet, introducing new rules
requiring social media platforms such as Facebook and
TikTok to verify user identities and share data with
authorities. The country's actions against journalists
and activists have drawn significant international
condemnation, with legal experts and human rights
groups urging the government to uphold international
standards of justice and free speech. [Al Jazeera]

Vietnam: Special mechanisms approved
for Ninh Thuan nuclear power project

(Im) Vietnam's National Assembly has approved special
mechanisms and policies for investment in the Ninh
Thuan nuclear power project, covering the Ninh Thuan
1 and Ninh Thuan 2 nuclear plants. The resolution
allows for simultaneous negotiations with international
partners for construction cooperation and credit
provision while streamlining project approval
processes.
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The Prime Minister will designate the project's investor,
and key contracts for the main plant will follow a
simplified bidding process. The resolution also grants
flexibility in pricing negotiations and exempts the
investor from certain state asset management
approval requirements.

Ninh Thuan province will receive targeted budget
supplements, amounting to 70 percent of additional
project revenue, with borrowing limits set at 90
percent of its budget revenue share. The province will
also be allowed to access official development
assistance (ODA) and concessional loans for project-
related expenditures. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Major restructuring of state-
owned enterprises

(hn/Im) On February 28, Vietnam completed the
historic transfer of 18 major state-owned corporations
(SOEs) from the State Capital Management Committee
(CMSC) to the Ministry of Finance (MOF). This
restructuring covers key sectors such as energy,
telecommunications, and manufacturing, including
PetroVietnam, Vietnam Electricity, and Vietnam
Airlines. The shift aims to streamline management and
improve the efficiency of these enterprises, which play
a crucial role in driving Vietnam's economy.

Deputy Prime Minister Ho Duc Phoc emphasized that
this restructuring is a critical step toward achieving
Vietnam's 8 percent GDP growth target for 2025, as it
will enhance the role of SOEs in innovation and
economic development. The Ministry of Finance is now
responsible for overseeing the enterprises, improving
their operations, and ensuring they contribute
effectively to national goals. The restructuring will
centralize public asset management under one agency,
which is expected to reduce bureaucratic delays,
enhance financial oversight, and pave the way for
further reforms, including the development of a new
legal framework to modernize SOEs and attract foreign
investment. [Vietnamnet]

At the same time, Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh
has urged SOEs to accelerate economic development
by improving accountability and efficiency. SOEs,
managing assets worth USD 163 billion, have a mixed
performance record—while PetroVietnam and Viettel
are top performers, others face challenges despite
substantial resources. To meet Vietnam's ambitious
growth targets, the Prime Minister has called on SOEs
to modernize operations, adopt new technologies, and
collaborate with the private sector, especially in sectors
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like renewable energy, artificial intelligence, and digital
transformation.

In tandem with these efforts, the Prime Minister is also
working on a new resolution to foster the growth of
small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs),
recognizing their role in the economy and addressing
challenges they face. This resolution is currently being
reviewed by the Politburo and the Party Central
Committee. [Viet Nam News]

Vietham: Prime Minister urges
implementation of key tasks to achieve 8
percent growth target

(Im) Vietnam's Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh has
approved a series of key measures to achieve the 2025
economic growth target of 8 percent or higher. This
ambitious goal is seen as crucial for creating
momentum for double-digit growth in the following
years. The Prime Minister emphasized the need for
swift implementation of these tasks, including the
disbursement of public investment capital and
institutional reforms.

The Ministry of Finance is tasked with proposing
policies to reduce taxes, fees, charges, and land rents
to support businesses and stimulate domestic
consumption. The State Bank of Vietnam is instructed
to maintain a proactive and flexible monetary policy
while targeting effective fiscal strategies. Key sectors,
especially high-tech, will be supported with specific
investment mechanisms, including "green channel"
programs in industrial parks.

Infrastructure projects, such as the Long Thanh
International Airport and several key railways and
renewable energy projects, are prioritized to boost
growth. Institutional improvements are also a focus,
with a push for decentralization, strengthened
oversight, and enhanced capacity-building for public
employees.

Public investment disbursement is targeted to reach at
least 95 percent in 2025, with key projects such as
highways, coastal roads, and ports slated for
completion. The Ministry of Industry and Trade is
tasked with leveraging Vietnam's Free Trade
Agreements (FTAs) and exploring new markets in the
Middle East, Latin America, and Africa to promote
sustainable exports. [Viet Nam News]
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Vietnam: State Treasury'’s high dollar
demand might increase exchange rate

(he) Vietnam's State Treasury has recently offered to
purchase a total of USD 500 million from commercial
banks, contributing to increased pressure on the
USD/VND exchange rate. Over the past three weeks,
the treasury's high demand for the dollar has
coincided with rising exchange rates at banks, with the
USD/VND selling rate climbing by around VND 400 per
USD and the buying price up by approximately VND
600 compared to before the Lunar New Year holiday.
As a result, the exchange rate has increased by 1.6-2.4
percent in just half a month.

Experts suggest that the strong demand for USD,
driven by the State Treasury's need to pay foreign
debts and maintain economic stability, will likely
continue to push the exchange rate higher. The central
exchange rate, set by the State Bank of Vietnam (SBV),
has already increased by VND 321 per USD since the
Lunar New Year holiday, continuing a strong upward
trend observed throughout 2024. However, experts
believe that the SBV may refrain from using foreign
exchange reserves to intervene in the market at this
time, as the country's reserves are already near the
limit recommended by the International Monetary
Fund. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Saigon Asset Management plans
USD 1.5 billion data center hub

(Im) Saigon Asset Management, a Ho Chi Minh City-
based private equity firm, plans to develop a USD 1.5
billion data center hub in southern Vietnam to meet
rising demand for data storage. The 150-megawatt hub
—enough to power roughly 150,000 homes—will be
built in phases, with the first facility expected to be
operational within two years. The firm is seeking
investment from local banks, businesses, and debt
financing sources.

Vietnam'’s 2022 data storage law requires foreign tech
companies to store user data locally, driving demand
for domestic data centers. Previously, companies
stored data in Singapore, but new enforcement
measures require a shift back to Vietnam.

Saigon Asset Management aims to secure 50 hectares
in Binh Duong province through a partnership with
Vietnam Singapore Industrial Park. The firm expects to
close the first tranche of a USD 300 million fund by the
fourth quarter of 2025 and is working with government
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officials to ensure power supply, particularly from
renewable sources.

Currently, Vietnam has 200 megawatts of data center
capacity, with an estimated need for another 200
megawatts in the coming years. [Bangkok Post]

Vietnam: Electric vehicle registration fee
exemption extended for two more years

(hn) The Vietnamese government has extended the
100 percent exemption on registration fees for electric
vehicles (EVs) for an additional two years, until
February 28, 2027. Initially, EVs were exempt for the
first three years and received a 50 percent reduction
for the following two years, but now this full exemption
will continue. The policy is aimed at promoting the use
of environmentally friendly vehicles.

The Ministry of Finance estimates that this extension
will reduce government revenue by approximately
VND 4,800 billion (USD 200 million) annually. Over the
past three years, the tax exemption has led to a loss of
around VND 8,420 billion (USD 350 million). The
number of electric vehicle registrations has risen
significantly, from around 400 monthly registrations in
2022 to over 6,600 in 2024. Additionally, the Ministry of
Industry and Trade aims for electric and hybrid
vehicles to account for 18-22 percent of the total
market by 2030. [Vnexpress, in Vietnamese]

Vietnam: Foreign investment restrictions
in pharmaceutical sector eased

(hn) Vietnam is amending its 2016 Law on Pharmacy to
attract more foreign investment into its growing
pharmaceutical market. The revision, Law No.
44/2024/QH15, takes effect on July 1, and eases
restrictions on foreign-invested enterprises (FIEs). The
new regulations grant FIEs broader rights, including
the ability to repurchase drugs and active
pharmaceutical ingredients (APIs) produced in
Vietnam, import APl supplies, distribute imported
drugs, and supply drugs for clinical trials. The law also
permits the import of drugs without marketing
authorization for government-approved trials.

Vietnam has historically maintained protectionist
policies in the pharmaceutical sector, but recent
changes, influenced by the European Union-Vietnam
Free Trade Agreement (EVFTA), signal a shift toward
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market liberalization. In 2019, Vietnam granted an
overseas drug manufacturer an import license for the
first time, allowing direct market access. [Vietnam
Insiders]

Vietnam: Coast Guard Region No. 3
launches 2025 training campaign,
emulation movement

(Im) On March 3, the Coast Guard Region No. 3
Command and Task Force No. 3 for Drug Crime
Prevention and Control launched their 2025 training
campaign and high-intensity emulation movement in
Ba Ria-Vung Tau Province. The goal is to build a
modern, professional, and elite coast guard force. The
training focuses on enhancing sovereignty protection,
law enforcement, and refining expertise in maritime
operations, law enforcement, and international legal
frameworks.

The emulation movement will run in two phases, from
March 3 to May 19 and from May 20 to July 31. It
commemorates the 50th anniversary of the Liberation
of the South and National Reunification, the 135th
birthday of late President Ho Chi Minh, and the 6th
Party Congress of Coast Guard Region No. 3. [Viet Nam
News]

Vietnam: Historic Dong Ha Military Port to
be restored

(Im) Vietnam has approved a plan to restore and
conserve the Dong Ha Military Port, a national
historical site in Quang Tri province. Covering 1.6
hectares in Dong Ha City, the restoration project is part
of the Ho Chi Minh Trail national historical complex.
The port will be divided into two protection zones:
Zone |, preserving original structures such as piers and
bunkers, and Zone I, encompassing surrounding
landscapes to maintain historical integrity.

A 290-square-meter plot currently occupied by the Sai
Gon-Dong Ha Hotel will be reclaimed for the protected
area. The initiative aims to develop the site as a
historical education and tourism destination,
showecasing Vietnam'’s revolutionary struggle and
national defense efforts. It will also be integrated into a
broader tourism network in Quang Tri.

The port, built by the U.S. military in 1967 as a supply
hub, played a strategic role during the Vietnam War.
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After falling under Vietnamese revolutionary control in
1972, it became a crucial point on the maritime Ho Chi
Minh Trail, facilitating the transport of supplies from
the North to the South. Funding for the restoration will
come from the national budget and other sources.
[Viet Nam News]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia

China joins US, Russia in vote on Ukraine
war resolution at UN Security Council

(dh) Three years on from the anniversary of Russia’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine, on February 24, the UN
General Assembly in New York, voted on a Ukraine-
backed resolution that condemns the Russian invasion
of Ukraine and pins Russia as the aggressor, whilst the
UN Security Council also voted on a US-backed
resolution which called for an end to the conflict, but,
crucially, inflicted no blame or criticism upon Russia,
rather referring to a “Russia- Ukraine conflict.” [UN
News] [CNA]

China opted to abstain from the Ukrainian-backed
resolution condemning Russia’s invasion of Ukraine,
reflecting its efforts to maintain a delicate diplomatic
balance. China, along with Russia, voted for the US-
backed resolution at the UN Security Council, which
was abstained from by Britain and France. [SCMP 1]

China's abstention comes at a time when the US has
appeared to have done a U-turn in foreign policy,
seemingly siding with Russia, as the US voted against
the Ukrainian-backed resolution which condemned
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.
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Additionally, this was followed by a heated meeting
between Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy
who met with President Donald Trump and Vice-
President JD Vance, which devolved into a shouting
match with both US politicians berating Zelenskyy in
front of US media outlets. This has also been followed
by the US's decision to pause all military aid to Ukraine
on March 4 as the White House conducts a review of
aid. Trump also accused Zelenskyy of not wanting
peace whilst he has US support. [Al Jazeera] [CNN]
[BBC]

Conversely, China's neutral stance has been seen as a
result of its balancing act between directly opposing
either Western nations or Russia, a key strategic
partner, while also considering how its position is
perceived by countries in Asia and the Global South.
China's abstention is in line with previous voting
patterns, which have allowed it to appear impartial
while maintaining its relationship with Russia. Some
experts argue that while this neutrality gives China
flexibility, it also benefits Moscow by not adding to the
diplomatic pressure against it. [CNA]

Following on from the UN Security Council, China's UN
ambassador, Fu Cong, speaking at UN, called for a
diplomatic environment that supports peace efforts in
Ukraine. Fu emphasized the importance of dialogue
and urged European nations to address the underlying
causes of the crisis to ensure long-term stability. He
expressed China's support for peace talks involving all
parties at an appropriate time and highlighted the role
of the UN in fostering international consensus. Beijing
has also repeatedly called upon the need for European
involvement in peace negotiations for Ukraine. [China
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 1] [SCMP 2]

The vote reflects evolving global dynamics, with
growing differences between the US and Europe over
Ukraine. Meanwhile, US-Russia relations appear to be
warming under President Trump, who has been critical
of the Ukrainian leadership and has urged Kyiv to
engage in peace talks. At the same time, China and
Russia continue to strengthen their ties, with President
Xi reaffirming Beijing's support for diplomatic efforts to
resolve the war during a call with President Putin (see
AiR No. 8, February/2025, 4). [SCMP 3]

China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, further, reaffirmed
China’s commitment to a peaceful resolution of the
Ukraine conflict and its support for peace talks.
Analysts suggest that this approach allows China to
maintain strategic flexibility while avoiding direct
confrontation with major global powers. [CNA] [China’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2]
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With the US's policy evolving and European leaders
occupied with formulating peace plans and offering
their support to Ukraine, given the US's withdrawal of
support, experts believe Beijing is in no rush to act,
preferring to observe how the situation unfolds before
making any concrete moves. Rather than staying as a
neutral mediator, analysts also argue that China may
be able to capitalize on US's and Trump's unpredictable
approach to global diplomacy, especially as division
between the US and Europe seems to have grown,
providing China with opportunities to expand its
influence by engaging in diplomacy and peace talks as
well as trade and economic partnerships. [SCMP 4]

EU trade chief set to visit China as trade
tensions rise

(dh) EU Trade Chief Maros Sefcovic is set to visit China
in late March, marking his first trip to Beijing since
taking on his new role in 2024. He will meet with
Chinese Commerce Minister Wang Wentao to discuss
ongoing trade issues, particularly concerns over
China's industrial overcapacity and its impact on
European markets. The EU has long pushed for better
market access for European companies, though
progress has been limited.

Trade tensions have escalated in recent months,
especially after the EU imposed tariffs on Chinese
electric vehicles, citing unfair subsidies. At the same
time, European leaders are exploring ways to engage
with China while addressing economic imbalances.
European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen
has emphasized the need to ‘de-risk’ the relationship
while keeping the door open for constructive
cooperation.

Sefcovic's visit follows a series of diplomatic exchanges
between China and the EU, signaling continued efforts
to manage the relationship, especially as EU-US trade
tensions are at a high since the start of Donald Trump’s
presidency. Recent meetings between Chinese and
European officials suggest both sides are seeking ways
to navigate trade disputes and maintain dialogue
despite ongoing challenges. [SCMP]

In a related development China last week called upon
the EU to stop sanctions against Chinese companies,
criticizing the EU's latest measures targeting Chinese
entities over links to Russia. China's Ministry of Foreign
Affairs stated that Beijing opposes unilateral sanctions
not backed by the United Nations and views the EU’s
actions as harmful to economic ties. It also emphasized
that China would take appropriate measures to protect
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the interests of its businesses. [Reuters] [China's
Ministry of Foreign Affairs]

Japan freezes funding for UN women'’s
rights panel over imperial succession
debate

(adi) Japan has halted its voluntary funding to the UN
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW) following the panel's
recommendation to end the country’s male-only
imperial succession rule, the government confirmed
on March 1. In October, CEDAW suggested in its ninth
periodic report of Japan amendments the Imperial
House Law aimed at securing the equality of women
and men in the succession to the throne. [CEDAW]

The government rejected the recommendation,
asserting that the issue is a matter of tradition, not
gender discrimination. It asserted that while it
supports women's empowerment globally, it cannot
accept foreign pressure on domestic constitutional
matters. Japan’s Foreign Ministry added that CEDAW's
intervention lacked sufficient understanding of the
cultural and historical context of the imperial system.
[AP News]

Japan's Imperial House Law restricts succession to
male heirs of the paternal bloodline, a rule critics
argue is outdated and discriminatory. With only four
male heirs remaining, the debate over succession has
intensified. Polls indicate public support for allowing
female emperors, but the government remains
reluctant to revise the law. [Kyodo News]

Japan has contributed millions of dollars annually to
CEDAW, making its funding freeze a significant
disruption of its engagement with the UN on gender
issues.

Japanese Prime Minister vows to prevent
division between US, Ukraine and G7 over
Trump-Zelensky confrontation

(dqgl) In response to the dispute between U.S. President
Donald Trump and Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy during their meeting in Washington on
February 28, Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba
expressed concern about preventing divisions between
the United States, Ukraine, and the Group of Seven
(G7) nations.
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Speaking to reporters, Ishiba admitted that the open
confrontation as "unexpected" and emphasized
Japan's role in fostering unity among the G7, Ukraine,
and the U.S.

The disagreement arose as Zelenskyy sought concrete
security commitments from the U.S., which led to
frustration from Trump and Vice President JD Vance.

Foreign Minister Takeshi lwaya echoed Japan's
commitment to monitoring the situation with grave
concern, aiming for a just and lasting peace. However,
the dispute raised doubts about the potential for
resolving the conflict, with concerns that the spectacle
could delay a cease-fire process.

Japan, alongside the G7, has consistently supported
sanctions against Russia and aid for Ukraine since the
invasion in February 2022. [Kyodo News]

In a latest related statement on March 3, Ishiba
expressed regret that Zelenskyy's peace efforts, amid
ongoing casualties, may not have been effective.
Emphasizing neutrality, Ishiba underscored the need
for G7 cohesion in handling the crisis. [NHK]

Japan to skip U.N. meeting on nuclear
weapons ban

(dqgl) The Japanese government has announced that it
will not attend the third meeting of States parties to
the U.N. conference on the Treaty on the Prohibition of
Nuclear Weapons in New York, which began on March
3 and runs until March 7. Chief Cabinet Secretary
Yoshimasa Hayashi cited the importance of U.S.
nuclear deterrence for national security and
maintaining that participation as an observer would
send the “wrong message” about Japan’s support for
nuclear deterrence and undermine its security efforts.
[Prime Minister's Office, Japan] [United Nations]

The treaty, adopted in 2017 and in force since 2021,
aims to prevent future nuclear attacks, particularly in
light of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. However, Japan has
refused to sign it, arguing that nuclear disarmament is
unrealistic without the involvement of nuclear-armed
states.

While Japan officially supports nuclear disarmament,
officials stress the need for a realistic approach amid
rising global tensions. Survivors of the atomic
bombings and their supporters have criticized the
government for prioritizing the U.S. nuclear umbrella
over disarmament efforts. [South China Morning Post]
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Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba has openly supported
nuclear deterrence and called for greater debate on
U.S. extended deterrence. Japan has increasingly
emphasized its reliance on U.S. nuclear protection,
particularly amid escalating tensions with China. [The
Asahi Shimbun]

Japan-India-Africa Business Forum held

(adi) The Japan-India-Africa Business Forum convened
in Tokyo on February 26, focusing on economic
collaboration to support sustainable development in
Africa. More than 2,000 government officials and
business leaders from 46 countries attended to discuss
trade, infrastructure, and capacity-building in Africa.
[The North Africa Post]

India’s External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar
emphasized that Japan and India’s complementary
strengths position them as key partners in Africa’s
economic growth. He stated that Africa’s development
will contribute to global stability and economic
progress. [Ministry of External Affairs of India]

Japan'’s State Minister for Foreign Affairs Kenji Yamada
reiterated Japan's commitment to fostering economic
ties with Africa through joint projects with India,
highlighting the importance of resilient supply chains
and economic diversification. [Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of Japan]

North Korea refuses to retrieve bodies of
soldiers killed on Ukraine-Russia
battlefield

(mm) North Korea is reportedly refusing to retrieve the
bodies of North Korean soldiers who were killed in
action during their deployment to the Russia-Ukraine
war. Since the 2024 mutual defence treaty was signed
between Pyongyang and Moscow, North Korea has
dispatched roughly 11,000 troops to Kursk region in
Russia, with an estimated 300 North Korean casualties.

Allegedly Russia has continuously requested the
transfer of deceased North Korean soldiers killed in
action, but North Korea has refused. Korea Joongang
Daily sources have speculated that North Korea's
refusal is indicative that repatriating the deceased
soldiers could cause great turmoil in North Korea. The
South Korean spy agency has determined North
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Korean authorities are issuing certificates of war to the
families of the deceased soldiers; however, analysts
predict if bodies were handed over it could lead to
potential civil unrest. [Korea Joongang Daily]

Reports also suggest North Korea stationed in Russia
are investigating "ice burial" methods wherein liquid
nitrogen is used to freeze the body and then vibrated
to disintegrate the remains. This could potentially be
signs of destroying any domestic or international
evidence of North Korea soldiers' involvement in
Russia's war in Ukraine.

Despite numerous reports from Ukrainian forces of
North Korean soldiers on the frontlines, including
captured North Korean prisoners of war, neither
Moscow nor Pyongyang have officially confirmed the
presence of North Korean troops on the front lines.
[Korea Joongang Daily][CNN]

South Korea and U.S. confirm to seek to
denuclearize North Korea, not the Korean
Peninsula

(mm) South Korea and the U.S. have agreed to
consistently use the term "denuclearization of North
Korea" instead of "denuclearization of the Korean
Peninsula," signaling a more targeted focus on North
Korea's nuclear disarmament.

South Korea's Ambassador to the U.S., Cho Hyun-dong,
confirmed that this terminology, as used in official
documents, removes ambiguity regarding the allies'
combined defense posture toward North Korea.

Previously, the two terms—"denuclearization of the
Korean Peninsula" and "denuclearization of North
Korea"—were used interchangeably to represent the
shared goal of ending North Korea's nuclear program.
However, "denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula"
carries a broader implication, ruling out the possibility
of South Korea developing nuclear weapons or hosting
U.S. nuclear arms. [Korea JoongAng Daily]

In a related development, Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul
stated during a parliamentary session that developing
nuclear weapons as well as the redeployment of U.S.
tactical nuclear weapons remain a possibility for South
Korea, reflecting growing concerns over U.S. defense
commitments under Donald Trump. [NK News]

For a discussion on the strategic rationale behind
Seoul's quest for nuclear weapons that has gathered
growing support among the public and intellectuals
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alike, see Daehan Lee in [Observer Research
Foundation] who argues that amid hostile nuclear
neighbors in the region, South Korea “is reaching the
end of its [non-nuclear] tether.”

South Korea takes part in multilateral
military exercises

(dqgl) South Korea will participate in the U.S.-led Sea
Dragon anti-submarine warfare exercise near Guam
from March 5 to 14, aiming to strengthen its
capabilities against underwater threats. Seoul will
dispatch an A P-3 maritime patrol aircraft and 40
personnel to the annual drill alongside forces from the
U.S., Japan, Australia, and India.

Launched in 2024 and organized by the U.S. 7th Fleet,
the exercise includes simulated underwater target
tracking and other drills to enhance anti-submarine
warfare tactics and interoperability.

South Korea first joined the exercise as an observer in
2019 and became a full participant in 2020. [Yonhap
News Agency 1]

Meanwhile, South Korean Marines have joined the
Cobra Gold exercise in Thailand, aimed at enhancing
coordination with multinational forces. The 11-day
exercise, which began last on February 25, involves
more than 200 South Korean Marines and military
equipment, including K-55 self-propelled howitzers.

Alongside U.S., Thai, Indonesian, Japanese, Malaysian,
and Singaporean forces, South Korean troops took
part in various drills, including a combined amphibious
landing on a southern Thai beach. Around 600 Marines
from South Korea, the U.S., and Thailand participated
in the amphibious drills, which involved assault
vehicles and landing craft. For the first time, South
Korean troops also engaged in space operations
training, having previously observed it in last year's
exercise.

Launched in 1982, Cobra Gold trains multinational
forces in stabilizing regions in conflict. South Korea has
participated since 2010, after attending as an observer
from 2002 to 2009. [Yonhap News 2]

Climate change threatens glaciers and
water security, impacting millions in the
Himalayas
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(Im) At the Paro Forum 2025, Prime Minister Tshering
Tobgay warned that Bhutan's glaciers and water
sources are rapidly declining due to climate change,
posing a severe risk to 240 million people in the
Himalayas and 1.6 billion downstream.

Bhutan’s 7,399 water sources, 700 glaciers, and 567
glacial lakes are vital for the country’s five major river
systems and hydropower generation, with a theoretical
capacity of over 30,000 megawatts. However, the
effects of climate change are already visible—69 water
sources have dried up, and 1,586 (25 percent) are at
risk of disappearing. Additionally, 149 of Bhutan's 530
sub-watersheds have already dried up.

Bhutan has two types of glaciers—debris-covered
glaciers, melting at 30-35 meters per year, and clean
glaciers, retreating at 12-15 meters per year. This rate
is significantly faster in the eastern Himalayas than in
the western region. Seventeen glacial lakes in Bhutan
are classified as potentially dangerous, posing risks of
glacial lake outburst floods (GLOFs).

To mitigate risks, Bhutan has installed early warning
systems in key river basins, but funding and human
resource constraints limit further expansion.
Monitoring glaciers remains a challenge due to
Bhutan's rugged terrain and high-altitude conditions.

Bhutan remains carbon-neutral, with 70 percent forest
cover and over half of its land designated as protected
areas. At COP29 in Azerbaijan, Bhutan formed the G-
Zero alliance with Panama, Madagascar, and Suriname,
urging other nations to adopt carbon-neutral
commitments.

The Prime Minister emphasized investment in climate-
resilient transport, renewable energy (hydropower,
wind, and solar), and organic agriculture. Bhutan is
also exploring ways to export its pristine drinking
water to India and other markets, leveraging the
growing global bottled water industry, projected to
reach USD 700 billion by 2033.

Despite its environmental efforts, Bhutan faces rising
climate threats. Climate experts stress the need for
increased climate financing and global awareness
about the country's vulnerabilities. The global mean
surface air temperature in 2024 surpassed the 1.5°C
threshold, highlighting the urgency of climate action. At
COP29, world leaders committed to tripling climate
finance for developing nations, with a target of USD 1.3
trillion per year by 2035.

Experts urge Bhutan to invest in storytelling through
documentaries and digital media to amplify its climate



challenges on the global stage. The Oscar-nominated
Bhutanese documentary "Mountain Man" is an
example of how filmmaking can draw international
attention to the Himalayan climate crisis. [Kuensel]

India and EU push for free trade
agreement as Europe seeks stronger
global alliances

(hjn/Im) India and the European Union (EU) have
pledged to finalize a long-pending free trade
agreement (FTA) by the end of this year, aiming to
deepen their economic and strategic partnership. The
commitment was made during discussions in New
Delhi between India's leadership and European
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, who led a
high-level delegation from the EU.

The India-EU free trade agreement, if concluded, would
be the largest of its kind globally, covering trade,
technology, security, and investment. Negotiations,
which resumed in 2021 after an eight-year hiatus, have
been slowed by disagreements on tariffs for European
exports such as cars, whiskey, and wine, as well as
India's demand for eased visa restrictions for
professionals and greater access to the EU market for
pharmaceuticals and chemicals. The next round of
talks is scheduled for March.

Beyond trade, both sides are seeking to strengthen
defense and security cooperation amid shifting global
alliances. The EU sees India as an important partner in
reducing reliance on traditional allies like the United
States, as Washington's tariff threats under President
Donald Trump drive nations to diversify trade
relationships. For India, closer ties with the EU offer
economic stability and an opportunity to
counterbalance China’s growing trade influence. [Voice
of America] [POLITICO] [Associated Press] [The Hindu]

The EU is currently India’s largest trading partner,
surpassing both the U.S. and China, with bilateral trade
exceeding USD 130 billion in 2023-24, a 90 percent
increase over the past decade. Additionally, over 6,000
European companies operate in India, highlighting the
depth of economic engagement.

However, the broader context of the EU's diplomatic
outreach to India reveals Europe’s growing need for
strategic alliances. With the US embracing a more
protectionist trade policy under Trump and China
increasingly viewed as a systemic rival, Europe finds
itself looking for new partnerships to safeguard trade
and security interests. The EU has pursued deals with
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Japan, Latin America, and Gulf states, but India, as a
rapidly growing economy with an expanding industrial
base, has emerged as a particularly valuable partner.

While India cannot replace China in European supply
chains, it offers strengths in areas such as defense
production, with Indian firms already scaling up
manufacturing for artillery and military equipment. The
EU has expressed interest in involving India in its
defense industrial programs, reflecting a broader push
to strengthen Europe's security partnerships beyond
traditional allies. [Deutsche Welle]

Despite the warm rhetoric, Indian analysts remain
cautious about the EU's sudden enthusiasm for deeper
engagement. They see Europe's outreach as driven
more by necessity than genuine strategic alignment, as
the continent grapples with geopolitical uncertainty
and shifting global trade dynamics. [Business
Standard]

Against this backdrop, on February 28, the second
meeting of the India-EU Trade and Technology Council
(TTC) was held in New Delhi, focusing on digital
technologies, cybersecurity, and clean energy
cooperation. Both sides agreed to work together
towards net-zero emissions and discussed initiatives
like battery recycling and tackling marine plastic
pollution. The TTC also highlighted the importance of
resilient value chains, with an emphasis on
transparency, security, and sustainability, particularly
in sectors like agriculture and clean technologies.
[mea.gov.in]

India says its approach to Africa is based
on mutually-beneficial ties, unlike
'‘extractive’' models

(hjn) India’s engagement with Africa is guided by a
long-term, mutually-beneficial approach, focusing on
capacity-building, skill development, and technology
transfer, rather than an extractive model, External
Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar said at the Japan-India-
Africa Business Forum. Highlighting India’s growing
economic presence in Africa, he noted that bilateral
trade has reached nearly USD 100 billion, with over
USD 12 billion in concessional credit and more than
200 completed infrastructure projects spanning
railways, power, agriculture, and water supply.

Jaishankar emphasized that India’s investments in
Africa generate local employment and foster self-
sustaining growth, positioning India as a natural
economic bridge between Africa, Japan, and the Middle
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East. He also highlighted India and Japan's shared
commitment to strengthening resilient supply chains in
Africa’s critical and emerging sectors, supporting
Africa’s economic growth while enhancing global
stability. [The Hindu]

Nepal prepares for global dialogue on
climate change

(Im) Nepal is set to host the first edition of Sagarmatha
Sambad, a global climate dialogue, from May 16 to 18
in Kathmandu, with the theme "Climate Change,
Mountains, and the Future of Humanity." The event
aims to foster international cooperation on climate
finance, innovation, and climate justice for vulnerable
nations.

Inspired by forums like the World Economic Forum and
Shangri-La Dialogue, the Sambad will bring together
global climate leaders, experts, and organizations such
as the United Nations, World Bank, ADB, and
conservation groups. However, officials note low
foreign interest and delays in sending invitations,
raising concerns about high-level participation.

Three organizing committees, led by Prime Minister KP
Sharma Oli and Foreign Minister Arzu Rana Deuba, are
overseeing preparations. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal seeks global support for UN Human
Rights Council membership

(Im) Nepal's Foreign Minister Arzu Rana Deuba has
urged the international community to support Nepal's
candidacy for the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) for
the 2027-2029 term. Speaking at the 58th session of
the HRC in Geneva, she highlighted Nepal's democratic
progress, constitutional protections, and commitment
to human rights.

Deuba emphasized Nepal's achievements in gender
inclusion, minority rights, and press freedom, noting
that one-third of parliamentary seats and 40 percent of
local government positions are held by women. She
also reaffirmed Nepal's commitment to transitional
justice, stating that new laws passed in August 2024
align with international human rights standards.

Addressing broader challenges, she acknowledged the
impact of climate change and digital technology on
human rights and invited international participation in
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the Sagarmatha Sambad in May, which will focus on
climate change and mountainous regions.

Nepal has begun the ratification process for the ILO
Convention on Freedom of Association and recently
submitted its seventh periodic report to the CEDAW
Committee. Deuba also assured Nepal's continued
engagement with UN human rights mechanisms and
called for international cooperation to support its HRC
candidacy. [The Kathmandu Post 1] [The Kathmandu
Post 2]

Pakistan seeks US clarity on Afghan
resettlement

(an/lm) Pakistan has asked the United States to clarify
its position on Afghan refugee resettlement, warning
that thousands of Afghans waiting for relocation could
be deported if the process remains stalled. The
government said the US put the program on hold,
leaving around 25,000 Afghans in Pakistan in limbo,
many of whom worked with US and NATO forces or
were human rights activists before the Taliban
takeover.

This comes as Pakistan continues to deport
undocumented Afghan refugees, with officials saying
those whose resettlement cases are not processed by
March 31 will be considered illegal immigrants. The US
originally promised to relocate these refugees by
September 2025, but with President Donald Trump
freezing refugee applications, Pakistan is now
preparing to send them back to Afghanistan. Since
September 2023, Pakistan has already expelled more
than 825,000 Afghan refugees as part of its crackdown
on illegal migration. [AIR No. 8, February/2025, 4]

At the same time, Pakistan has raised concerns over
US military weapons left in Afghanistan, saying they
are being used by militants to carry out attacks inside
Pakistan. The government urged the international
community to take action, though it stopped short of
supporting Trump's push to retrieve USD 7 billion
worth of military equipment left behind after the US
withdrawal.

Tensions between Islamabad and Washington also
surfaced after Republican lawmakers urged US
Secretary of State Marco Rubio to push for the
"restoration" of democracy in Pakistan. The
government dismissed these concerns, saying Pakistan
remains a democracy and does not need foreign
interference.
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Pakistan also confirmed that eight Pakistanis living
illegally in the US have been sent back, marking the
first batch of repatriations under ongoing discussions.
Officials said Pakistan will continue to accept its
citizens once their nationality is verified. [DAWN]

Pakistan'’s border closures with
Afghanistan and Iran disrupt trade,
causing heavy financial losses

(sn/tj) Pakistan's border closures with Afghanistan and
Iran have caused significant economic and security
challenges, with thousands of trucks stranded, trade
losses mounting, and diplomatic tensions escalating.

At the Torkham border crossing, a crucial trade route
for both bilateral commerce and transit trade with
Central Asia, a dispute over Afghanistan’s construction
of a border post on Pakistani territory has kept the
crossing shut since February 21, stranding over 5,000
trucks, including those carrying perishable goods
bound for Afghanistan and Central Asia. [Arab News 1]

The Pakistani government confirmed that Afghanistan
attempted to establish a border post on Pakistani
territory, calling it a violation of existing agreements.
Islamabad has raised concerns with Afghan
authorities, urging a resolution through diplomatic
dialogue while maintaining that unilateral border
infrastructure development cannot be tolerated. [The
Express Tribune]

The dispute escalated into violence on March 3, when
Afghan and Pakistani border forces exchanged fire,
injuring three Pakistani civilians and damaging
vehicles. Despite multiple rounds of negotiations
between Pakistani and Afghan security officials, an
agreement to reopen the border remains elusive, with
Afghan authorities requesting more time to consult
their leadership. [Arab News 2] [DAWN]

Meanwhile, at the Pakistan-Iran border, 600 Iranian
trucks have been stranded for six months due to
Pakistan's reimplementation of a bank guarantee
requirement for Iranian transporters. This violates a
2008 agreement between the two nations and has
resulted in daily trade losses of USD 2.2 million. The
backlog has increased consumer prices in Pakistan and
reduced the number of Iranian trucks crossing into the
country from 600 to 400 per month over the past six
months.

Stakeholders have tried to resolve the closure, though
the Senate Standing Committee on Finance has urged
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Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif to intervene, as efforts
to resolve the issue fail. The matter was discussed in a
meeting with Iranian Economic Counsellor Ms. Zehra,
who criticized Pakistan's new border regulations,
particularly certification requirements for hydrocarbon
and iron imports. Iranian officials blame these new
restrictions, as well as Pakistan’s 2023 barter trade
system, for restricting border movement, while
Pakistani customs authorities deny such policies are in
effect. [Business Recorder] [The Express Tribune] [Arab
News 3]

Both border disputes highlight Pakistan’'s growing
trade challenges, particularly with two of its key
neighbors. While Pakistan and Iran recently signed an
MoU to boost trade to USD 10 billion, ongoing
bureaucratic obstacles and shifting trade policies have
frustrated Iranian authorities. Similarly, the Torkham
closure with Afghanistan has disrupted Pakistan’s
trade routes to Central Asia, impacting economic
activities and raising concerns about long-term stability
in cross-border commerce.

US funding cuts threaten polio
eradication efforts in Pakistan and
Afghanistan

(Im/afk) The World Health Organization (WHO) has
warned that polio eradication efforts in Pakistan and
Afghanistan could be delayed due to the United States'
withdrawal from WHO and funding cuts to global
health initiatives. The termination of USAID grants as
part of President Donald Trump's ‘America First’ policy
has disrupted polio vaccination programs, surveillance,
and personnel support.

WHO's Eastern Mediterranean polio program director,
Hamid Jafari, confirmed that USD 133 million in
expected US funding is now unavailable, contributing
to a USD 2.4 billion global shortfall for polio eradication
through 2029. While WHO and the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation are seeking alternative funding sources,
the cuts threaten to prolong eradication efforts and
increase overall costs. The loss of collaboration with
the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) and reduced UNICEF support further strain
surveillance and operational capacity. [Arab News 1]

Despite these challenges, vaccination campaigns in
Pakistan and Afghanistan—currently the only two
countries where wild poliovirus remains endemic—are
ongoing. Pakistan recently concluded its first
nationwide polio vaccination campaign of 2025,
achieving 99 percent of its target and immunizing over
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45 million children. A targeted campaign continues in
border regions and refugee camps to prevent cross-
border transmission.

However, Pakistan has reported two new polio cases,
bringing the total to five this year. One case was
detected in Sindh's Kambar district and another in
Punjab's Mandi Bahauddin district. The resurgence of
polio in 2024, with 74 reported cases, has raised
concerns over setbacks in eradication efforts,
particularly as misinformation, religious opposition,
and militant attacks on vaccination teams continue to
hinder progress.

Saudi Arabia recently pledged USD 500 million toward
polio eradication in Pakistan and Afghanistan under
the Global Polio Eradication Initiative (GPEI). The
initiative now aims to eliminate wild polio by 2027 and
the vaccine-derived variant by 2029, but WHO officials
stress that no single donor can fully compensate for
the funding gap left by the US. [Arab News 2]

Seychelles and IMF discuss climate
funding and economic strategies

(db) On February 26, Seychelles President Wavel
Ramkalawan met with senior officials from the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) at the presidential
residence to discuss climate funding and economic
strategies. The IMF delegation included Deputy
Director of the African Department Catherine Pattillo,
Seychelles' primary IMF representative Todd
Schneider, Vice President Ahmed Afif, Central Bank
Governor Caroline Abel, IMF Resident Representative
Aissatou Diallo, and IMF Advisors Paul Barbour and
Ananthakrishnan Prasad.

During the meeting, Pattillo provided an update on key
discussions from the Climate Change Financing Forum,
focusing on changes to government regulations, expert
advice, and securing long-term financial support. The
conversation covered strategies for adapting to global
warming, expanding green energy sources, and
exploring new funding methods for climate-related
issues.

This meeting followed the Climate Change Financing
Round Table held the day before, where new funding
methods for addressing climate challenges were
discussed. [Zawya]
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IMF approves USD 344 million tranche for
Sri Lanka under Extended Fund Facility

(db) On February 28, the International Monetary Fund's
(IMF) Executive Board authorized an additional
payment of USD 344 million to Sri Lanka as part of its
Extended Fund Facility (EFF). Funding under the EFF
follows a four-year plan to help stabilize the country’s
economy. The decision was taken after the IMF
finalized its third audit of Sri Lanka’s progress in the
program. So far, the IMF has granted Sri Lanka a total
of around USD 1.34 billion.

During the Executive Board's meeting, the IMF praised
Sri Lanka good performance in the context of the EFF,
fulfilling all but one requirement agreed on for
December 2024. The only missed milestone was
related to social spending. Sri Lanka also achieved
most of its structural goals for January 2025, though
some faced delays. Finally, the IMF's Executive Board
stated that the Sri Lankan government's recent debt
restructuring efforts have been a positive step toward
achieving debt sustainability. [Daily News]

Cambodia, Japan, UNDP sign agreement
on combatting plastic waste

(dgl) Cambodia, Japan and UNPD are deepening their
cooperation on reducing plastic waste after
Cambodian Minister of Environment Eang Sophalleth,
Japanese Ambassador to Cambodia, Ueno Atsushi, and
UNDP Representative, Alissar Chaker, signed a project
document on the “Improvement of the Disposal
Capacity of Plastic Litter in Provinces” on February 28
at the Ministry of Environment.

Funded by the government of Japan, the project
focuses on preventing and reducing plastic waste
pollution on land and in the ocean by promoting the
4R framework (Refuse, Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle).
Over the next three years, it will collaborate with
stakeholders in urban areas as well as coastal
provinces. [UNDP] [Khmer Times]

Cambodia supports UN resolution for
peace in Ukraine

(mfr) Cambodia voted in favor of a United Nations
resolution calling for a just and lasting peace in
Ukraine, reaffirming its support for Ukraine's
sovereignty and territorial integrity. The resolution,
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adopted during the UN General Assembly’s 11th
emergency special session on February 24,
condemned Russia’s invasion and called for the
withdrawal of Russian forces.

A total of 93 countries, including Cambodia and several
ASEAN nations such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar,
the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand, supported
the resolution. Seventeen nations, including Russia,
Belarus, North Korea, and Hungary, opposed it. China
and 64 other countries abstained, including ASEAN
members Brunei, Laos, and Vietnam.

Former Prime Minister and current Senate President
Hun Sen has previously urged world leaders to
prioritize peace negotiations over military action. He
has also highlighted the role of NATO, the European
Union, and the United States in supplying aid to
Ukraine while emphasizing that Ukraine alone must
decide whether to negotiate with Russia. [Khmer
Times]

Cambodia hosts Islam-Buddhism summit

(mfr) The Islam-Buddhism Summit, organized by the
Muslim World League, began on February 27 in Phnom
Penh with around 1,000 participants, including 200
foreign delegates from 35 countries. Prime Minister
Hun Manet presided over the event, emphasizing
Cambodia’s commitment to religious tolerance and
peaceful coexistence, highlighting the nation’s role as a
model for interfaith harmony.

Hun Manet reaffirmed government policies supporting
religious unity, noting Cambodia’s Buddhist majority
and its 5 percent Muslim population. He announced
upcoming initiatives, including the Ramadan Iftar
dinner on March 24, with over 6,200 attendees, and
ongoing support for the Muslim community, such as
halal certification, recognition of Islamic practices in
public spaces, and financial aid for families affected by
COVID-19. [Khmer Times]

The summit follows Cambodia’s recent launch of a
campaign to attract Muslim tourists from the Middle
East to reduce its reliance on Chinese visitors. [UCA
News]

7.2 to 7.5 million international visitors are expected in
2025, generating an estimated USD 5 billion in
revenue, contributing 10.5 percent of GDP, according
to the Ministry of Tourism.
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In 2024, Cambodia welcomed 6.7 million international
tourists, a 23 percent increase from 2023, alongside
22.52 million domestic tourists, up 20.1 percent.
International arrivals generated USD 3.63 billion,
contributing 9.4 percent of GDP. [The Phnom Penh
Post]

Laos placed on FATF grey list

(tas) The Financial Action Task Force (FATF) has added
Laos to its grey list, signaling concerns over the
country's ability to combat financial crimes effectively.
Despite efforts to improve oversight, key issues
remain, including weak regulation of high-risk sectors
like casinos and Special Economic Zones (SEZs), limited
financial intelligence sharing, and inadequate
enforcement against transnational crimes. [Laotian
Times]

Laos calls for stronger ASEAN unity amid
global challenges

(tas) Lao Deputy Prime Minister Saleumxay Kommasith
has called for greater unity, inclusivity, and resilience
within ASEAN to navigate global uncertainties and
enhance regional cooperation. Speaking at the ASEAN
Future Forum in Hanoi, he highlighted pressing
challenges such as climate change, digitalization, trade
tensions, and geopolitical shifts, urging collective
action to secure ASEAN's future. He emphasized
ASEAN's economic significance as the world's fifth-
largest economy and its central role in global
diplomacy.

Reflecting on Laos’ 2024 ASEAN chairmanship, he
reaffirmed commitments to strengthening connectivity
and resilience while supporting Malaysia's 2025
agenda on inclusivity and sustainability. Stressing the
need for a future-ready ASEAN that embraces
technology and innovation, he urged leaders to
enhance cooperation and external partnerships to
ensure stability and long-term growth. [Vientiane
Times]

ASEAN Defence Ministers adopt joint
statement on Al cooperation in defense

(ga) The ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting (ADMM)
Retreat, held on February 26 in Penang, Malaysia,
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adopted a Joint Statement on Al Cooperation in the
Defence Sector. The statement highlights ASEAN's
commitment to leveraging artificial intelligence (Al) for
defense while addressing associated risks. The retreat
was attended by defense ministers and senior officials
from all ten ASEAN member states, along with Timor-
Leste’s Defence Minister as an ASEAN Observer.

The ministers recognized Al's growing role in military
applications, noting both its benefits, such as
enhanced precision and efficiency, as well as
challenges, including the risks of an arms race,
miscalculation, and over-dependence. The statement
emphasized the importance of responsible Al use,
human control over Al-driven decisions, and
adherence to international law.

ASEAN aims to bridge the Al capability gap among its
member states through regional cooperation,
knowledge-sharing, capacity-building, and technology
transfer. The statement calls for enhancing Al
collaboration under the ASEAN Cyber Defence Network
and ADMM-Plus Cybersecurity initiatives, while
encouraging the ADMM-Plus Experts’ Working Groups
(EWGs) to integrate Al into their work. [ASEAN]

ASEAN’s Myanmar peace efforts stalled as
envoy snubs junta chief

(nf) ASEAN's Myanmar peace process is still up in the
air after its new special envoy Othman Hashim made a
low-key visit to Naypyitaw but pointedly avoided an
audience with junta chief Min Aung Hlaing. Although
the snub is ambiguous, it was an uncommon
diplomatic rebuff to the regime that has been so
desperate for official visits in a quest for legitimacy.

Instead, Othman met with junta Foreign Minister Than
Swe before traveling to Bangkok for confidential
negotiations with revolutionary forces, the National
Unity Government (NUG) and ethnic armed
organizations. The Bangkok sessions reportedly talked
about ASEAN's three primary peace priorities—
cessation of violence, humanitarian aid, and inclusive
dialogue—rather than the election suggested by the
junta.

State media kept mum about the visit, unlike previous
envoys' highly publicized visits. The secrecy was,
however, compromised by a leak from the Bangkok
meeting, which caused anger from the envoy's
delegation over a "broken bond of trust."
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As long as Myanmar's junta still fails to implement
ASEAN's Five-Point Consensus and top-level officials
are barred from ASEAN meetings, the bloc's chances of
mediating peace stay in limbo. [Irrawaddy News]

Myanmar: Aid resumes at Thai-Myanmar
border camps

(nf) The reinstatement by the International Rescue
Committee (IRC) of assistance to eight refugee camps
along the Thai-Myanmar border has brought relief,
albeit temporarily, but without any assurance of
continuance of such help in the future. Suspended on
27 January owing to the cessation of funding from the
United States, medical treatment, sanitation, and safe
drinking water are now resumed, their sponsorship
assured for only a further period of 90 days.

The funding showdown, initiated through an executive
order by United States President Donald Trump and
direction by Secretary of State Marco Rubio, caused a
freeze of billions of foreign aid dollars that affect
refugee programs which depend on American funds.

Since over 73,000 refugees are depending on these
camps, concerns are arising about what will happen
when the current aid term expires. Camp officials warn
that without ongoing funding, access to health care
and basic services will once again be at risk, with many
of the refugees struggling to survive. [Mizzima]

Philippines refuses to withdraw U.S.
Typhon missile system without
concessions from China

(Im) The Philippine government has reaffirmed its
commitment to maintaining its defense agreements
with the United States, including the deployment of the
U.S.-supplied Typhon missile system, despite calls from
China for its removal. Manila insists that the system
will remain unless Beijing ceases its coercive actions in
the South China Sea, rejecting accusations from
Chinese officials that it has acted in bad faith by
allowing the deployment to continue. [The Manila
Times]

Chinese state media have reiterated demands for the
Philippines to withdraw the system, arguing that its
presence threatens regional stability. However, Manila
has countered by pointing out China’s extensive missile
capabilities, emphasizing that the Philippines' limited
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defense measures should not be seen as a
provocation. [Reuters]

Adding to tensions, reports indicate that China is
developing a new submarine capable of carrying
nuclear-tipped hypersonic missiles, allegedly designed
to neutralize threats such as the U.S. Typhon system in
the Philippines. Chinese publications have suggested
that this new capability could be used to counter U.S.
military assets stationed in the region. The Philippines,
lacking an effective defense against hypersonic
weapons, relies on U.S. support to mitigate this risk.
[Asia Times]

Amid these tensions, Philippine-U.S. defense ties
remain intact, despite funding challenges. Philippine
Ambassador to the U.S. Jose Manuel Romualdez
assured that U.S. military support, including defense
pacts, joint operations, and troop rotations, will
continue under President Donald Trump's
administration. The U.S. recently released USD 336
million in previously frozen aid as part of a USD 500
million package to modernize Philippine security
forces. However, the freeze on U.S. foreign aid has
affected 29 Philippine projects, impacting sectors like
health, education, and economic development, with a
total loss exceeding USD 600 million.

To address financial constraints, Manila is exploring
alternative sources of funding while continuing
defense cooperation with the U.S. This includes trade
discussions on liquefied natural gas imports, with
energy security and defense collaboration remaining
key aspects of the Philippine-U.S. strategic partnership
in the Indo-Pacific region. [Reuters]

Philippines keen on accelerating free
trade talks with European Union

(cm) The Philippine government is expediting
negotiations on a free trade agreement (FTA) with the
European Union (EU) to secure long-term access to the
European market, particularly as the country nears
upper middle-income status and faces uncertainties in
trade relations with the United States.

The EU and the Philippines first launched FTA
negotiations in 2015, but talks stalled in 2017. After a
stocktaking exercise in 2023 confirmed both sides’
readiness to resume discussions, negotiations officially
restarted in March 2024. For the Philippines, an
agreement would provide stable and permanent duty-
free access to the European market, ensuring
competitiveness as it prepares to lose its Generalized
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Scheme of Preferences Plus (GSP+) status, which
currently allows tariff-free exports of over 6,000
products. [European Commission]

The EU is the Philippines’ fourth-largest trade partner,
with bilateral trade in goods worth over EUR 18.4
billion (USD 20 billion) in 2022 and trade in services
amounting to EUR 4.7 billion (USD 5.1 billion) in 2021.
The EU is also a major investor, with foreign direct
investment stock in the Philippines reaching EUR 13.7
billion (USD 15 billion) in 2021. The Philippines, the
fifth-largest economy in the ASEAN region, is projected
to have one of the highest growth rates in ASEAN, with
GDP growth expected at 5.9 percent in 2024.

Beyond economic benefits, the FTA is particularly
relevant given the Philippines' critical raw material
reserves, including nickel, copper, and chromite, which
are essential for the production of green technologies.
With the country's efforts to expand its renewable
energy sector and liberalize foreign investment, the
agreement is expected to position the Philippines as a
strategic partner in the EU’s green transition.

The urgency to finalize an FTA is also driven by
uncertainties in U.S. trade policies. President Donald
Trump's threats of higher tariffs on American imports,
including those from key trade partners, have raised
concerns about the Philippines’ access to the U.S.
market. Trade officials warn that the Philippines’
export sector and import prices could be affected if
U.S. protectionist measures are implemented. [Asia
News Network]

ASEAN Defence Ministers promote Al use
in military

(vsq) At the ASEAN Defence Ministers' Meeting (ADMM)
Retreat in Penang, Malaysia, discussions centered on
enhancing regional cooperation in artificial intelligence
(Al) and the protection of critical underwater
infrastructure (CUI).

Singapore’s Defence Minister, Dr. Ng Eng Hen, stressed
the importance of addressing emerging threats
through collaboration. The ministers supported a joint
paper from Singapore and Thailand that called for
stronger cooperation on CUI protection,
acknowledging the vulnerabilities in this area and the
military’s role in responding to disruptions.

The ministers also agreed to increase military
awareness and capabilities for CUI protection. They
emphasized the need for responsible and accountable
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Al use in the military and recognized ongoing efforts
within ASEAN to mitigate Al-related risks. Furthermore,
they allowed Germany and Turkey to observe the
ADMM-Plus Experts' Working Groups. [Defense
Mirror.com]

Crew member injured in unauthorized
boarding of Singapore-registered tanker
in Singapore Strait

(Im) A crew member aboard the Singapore-registered
chemical tanker Basset was injured after an
unauthorized boarding incident occurred in the
Singapore Strait on the morning of February 28. The
Maritime and Port Authority of Singapore (MPA)
confirmed that the incident took place around 7 a.m.
outside Singapore's territorial waters. [The Straits
Times]

Thailand faces international backlash
over deportation of Uyghurs to China

(hrs) Thailand’s recent deportation of 40 Uyghur
detainees to China has drawn widespread
international condemnation, with human rights
groups, including the UNHCR, warning that the men
face a real risk of torture and ill-treatment upon their
return. The Uyghurs had been detained in Thailand for
over a decade after fleeing China in 2014 and were
part of a larger group of Uyghur migrants arrested
while transiting through the country.

Despite claims by the Thai government that the
deportees voluntarily agreed to return to China, critics
argue that the men sought protection in third
countries, as reflected in letters they wrote to the
UNHCR and the Thai government, asking for help to
reunite with their families in Turkey. This raises serious
concerns over the Thai government’s handling of the
repatriation, which has been criticized for its lack of
transparency. A statement from the Thai Senate
committee emphasized that the deportation was
conducted without proper oversight and raised
questions about the credibility of Thailand's actions on
the international stage.

Deputy Prime Minister Phumtham Wechayachai, along
with Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, defended
the deportation, claiming that Thailand had adhered to
human rights principles and was assured by the
Chinese government that the returnees would be
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treated safely. The Thai government emphasized that
no third countries had offered asylum to the Uyghurs,
and that the move was in line with international
practices. [Reuters 1] [Reuters 2] [Bangkok Post 1]
[Nation Thailand]

On the domestic front, Thailand's Department of
Corrections (DoC) dismissed claims by an opposition
MP that the Uyghurs had sent letters opposing
deportation, calling these letters fabricated. They cited
an investigation that found no evidence supporting the
authenticity of the letters, which were reportedly
addressed to the UNHCR, the international community,
and the Thai Prime Minister. [Bangkok Post 2]

Nonetheless, the move has been strongly condemned
by international figures, including US Secretary of State
Marco Rubio, who called it a violation of the Uyghurs'
rights, highlighting their persecution, forced labor, and
torture in China. Human Rights Watch and other
organizations have criticized the conditions the
Uyghurs endured in detention, where they reportedly
faced life-threatening conditions without access to
legal counsel, family, or UN representatives. [Reuters
3] [Human Rights Watch] [United Nation News]

The Chinese government defended the deportation,
calling it a standard law enforcement measure
between sovereign countries and accusing critics of
spreading false rumors about the treatment of
Uyghurs in Xinjiang. China's embassy in Thailand
further stressed that the Uyghurs would be reunited
with their families and provided with jobs and skills
training upon their return. [Bangkok Post 3]

Security concerns have also emerged following the
deportation. The US and Japanese embassies issued
security alerts for their citizens in Thailand, warning of
potential retaliatory attacks, recalling the 2015
bombing of the Erawan Shrine in Bangkok, which
followed the previous deportation of Uyghurs to China.
In response, Thai authorities have increased security at
key locations, including popular tourist spots like the
Erawan Shrine. [Bangkok Post ] [Thai PBS World]

WHO regional meeting addresses climate
change and health challenges

(Im) Timor-Leste hosted the WHO Southeast Asia
Regional Technical Meeting on Climate Change and
Health from February 25 to 28, 2025, bringing together
government officials, experts, and international
partners.
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Discussions focused on climate finance for health, with
WHO emphasizing the need for better access to
international funding. Vice Prime Minister Mariano
Assanami Sabino highlighted climate change as both
an environmental and health crisis for small island
nations like Timor-Leste.

WHO reaffirmed its commitment to supporting
countries in mobilizing resources, while Vice-Minister
for the Operationalization of Hospitals Flavio Brandao
called the event a valuable step toward strengthening
health resilience in the region. [Government of Timor-
Leste]

ASEAN Future Forum 2025 concludes in
Vietham

(hn) The ASEAN Future Forum 2025 (AFF 2025) took
place in Hanoi from February 25-26, under the theme
"Building a United, Inclusive, and Resilient ASEAN
amidst Global Transformation." Organized by Vietnam
and chaired by Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh, the
forum was notable for marking key milestones: 80
years of modern Vietnam, 30 years of Vietnam's ASEAN
membership, 10 years of the ASEAN Community, and
the adoption of the ASEAN Community Vision 2045.
[Viet Nam News]

The forum gathered over 600 delegates, including
more than 230 international representatives, reflecting
a significant increase in participation compared to
2024. Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign
Affairs Bui Thanh Son highlighted the success of the
forum in addressing critical global and regional issues.
Discussions focused on key themes, such as global
trends, the role of women in peacebuilding, ASEAN
principles, and emerging technologies.

The forum also tackled the challenges posed by a
transforming global order, technological
advancements, and non-traditional security threats,
including cybersecurity and climate change. Son
emphasized that ASEAN's solidarity, adaptability, and
technological investments are essential for the region
to navigate these challenges successfully. [People's
Army Newspaper]

Bangladesh Coast Guard and Australian
High Commission launch investigative
training
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(Im) The Australian High Commission and the
Bangladesh Coast Guard have jointly launched the
"Investigative Interview Course" to enhance the
investigative and operational skills of Bangladeshi law
enforcement agencies.

The training, inaugurated in Dhaka by Rear Admiral
Mohammad Ziaul Haque, director general of the
Bangladesh Coast Guard, includes 12 officers from the
Bangladesh Coast Guard, Special Branch (Immigration)
of Bangladesh Police, and Bangladesh Customs. [The
Daily Star]

Bhutan’'s timber exports face challenges
in Indian market amid competition

(Im) Bhutan's timber exports are struggling to gain
traction in the Indian market due to intense
competition from larger timber-exporting nations
offering lower prices and higher-quality products. Over
the past three months, the Natural Resources
Development Corporation Limited (NRDCL) has
transshipped around 50,000 cubic feet (cft) of timber
through its Gelephu depots, averaging about 556 cft
per day.

While the NRDCL has yet to compile a comprehensive
export report, officials cite stiff competition, cross-
border complications, and transportation challenges as
key hurdles. Issues such as the non-listing of certain
broadleaf timbers, stricter fumigation and kiln drying
(KD) requirements, and underdeveloped value-addition
facilities further hinder Bhutan's timber trade.

The Bhutanese government has requested India to
include 20 additional timber species for export, but
official confirmation is still pending. To boost trade and
foreign exchange earnings, Bhutan has initiated
scientific thinning with a target of 10.7 million cubic
feet in annual exports from 2024 to 2026. Despite
setting a five-year goal to generate BTN 10 billion (USD
120 million) in revenue from wood and wood product
exports, NRDCL officials report a lack of specific
directions on implementation.

India, one of the largest global timber importers,
sources wood from countries like Malaysia, Germany,
Canada, and the United States. A projected rise in
wood consumption by 2030 is expected to increase
India’s reliance on imports, particularly in sectors such
as retail furniture, handicrafts, and hospitality.
However, Bhutanese exporters face strong
competition from Malaysian timber, which is both cost-
effective and abundant. [Kuensel]
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Bhutan launches landmark carbon trade
agreement with Singapore

(Im) Bhutan has launched a carbon trading initiative
through a landmark implementation agreement with
Singapore under Article 6.2 of the Paris Agreement.
The agreement, signed on February 28 between
Bhutan’s Ministry of Energy and Natural Resources
(MoENR) and Singapore’s Ministry for Sustainability
and the Environment, facilitates Bhutan's participation
in international carbon markets while supporting
global climate action.

The deal allows Bhutan to trade Internationally
Transferred Mitigation Outcomes (ITMOs) and develop
carbon credit projects in renewable energy, green
infrastructure, low-carbon transport, afforestation, and
reforestation. Only certified projects meeting
international standards will generate tradeable carbon
credits, ensuring compliance with global
environmental integrity standards.

The Bhutan Climate Fund Roundtable Forum, co-
hosted by MoENR, the Government of Singapore, and
the World Bank, brought together investors and
climate finance experts to mobilize carbon funding.
The newly established Bhutan Climate Fund aims to
attract USD 50 million in its first year to sustain
environmental commitments and economic resilience
as Bhutan transitions from a Least Developed Country.
[Kuensel]

Brunei and Malaysia conduct first-ever
international prisoner transfer

(ga) Brunei and Malaysia conducted their first-ever
international prisoner transfer under the International
Transfer of Prisoners Treaty, signed on August 3, 2023.
A 65-year-old Bruneian inmate was repatriated in
accordance with Section 10 of Malaysia’s International
Transfer of Prisoners Act 2012 (Act 754). The transfer
took place at the Sungai Tujoh Immigration, Customs,
Quarantine, and Security (ICQS) Complex

Senior Director of the Malaysian Prison Department'’s
Policy Division Ajidin Salleh stated that the program
allows eligible prisoners to serve the remainder of
their sentences in their home country, promoting
rehabilitation and family reintegration. He also
highlighted potential areas for further Malaysia-Brunei
cooperation, including prison management,
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rehabilitation, and technology adoption for inmate
monitoring. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei and United Kingdom strengthen
judicial cooperation with landmark visit

(ga) Brunei and the United Kingdom strengthened
judicial cooperation with the visit of the Deputy
President of the UK Supreme Court Lord Patrick
Stewart Hodge, marking the first visit by a senior UK
Supreme Court and Judicial Committee of the Privy
Council JCPC) member to Brunei.

Hodge held bilateral discussions with Brunei's Chief
Justice Steven Chong, focusing on civil appeals,
technological advancements in court proceedings, and
judicial training. His five-day working visit runs from
February 24 to March 1. [Borneo Bulletin]

Cambodia, China reaffirm cooperation in
combatting drug trafficking, human
trafficking, and call center scams

(dqgl) During a meeting between Cambodian Minister of
Interior Sar Sokha and visiting Chinese Assistant
Minister of Public Security Liu Zhongyi, both sides
reaffirmed their strong security cooperation, pledging
to expand efforts against drug trafficking, human
trafficking, and call center scams.

Liu also met with Prime Minister Hun Manet, where
both leaders praised the progress of bilateral security
cooperation. Liu commended Cambodia’s new policies
under Hun Manet's leadership and expressed
confidence in the country’s continued development.

As part of their regional security collaboration,
Cambodia and China, alongside other Southeast Asian
countries, recently launched "Seagull [I" under the
Lancang-Mekong Integrated Law Enforcement and
Security Cooperation Centre (LMLECC). Building on the
success of "Seagull," this initiative aims to rescue
missing individuals and enhance regional stability.
[Khmer Times 1] [Khmer Times 2]

Liu also visited Cambodia’s Poipet International Border
Checkpoint on March 2, met with the Chairman of the
Provincial Council, the Governor, and top provincial
security officials. Both sides reaffirmed their
commitment to strengthening efforts against cross-
border crimes.
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Poipet, known for its legal and illegal gambling
activities, has become a focal point for scam
operations targeting Chinese nationals. Concerned
about these activities, Beijing has pushed for greater
cooperation in combating online fraud and illegal
border crossings. [Asia Gaming Brief]

Cambodia, Vietham deepen military
cooperation

(dgl) Cambodia’s Ministry of National Defence has
agreed to send military cadets to Vietnam for training.
The agreement was reached during a meeting between
Cambodian Defence Minister General Tea Seiha and
Vietnam's Deputy Defence Minister General Nguyen
Tan Cuong on the sidelines of the ASEAN Defence
Ministers’ Meeting (ADMM Retreat) in Malaysia on
February 26.

Both sides reaffirmed their commitment to military
cooperation, including officer exchanges, capacity-
building programs, and joint border security efforts.
The training initiative aims to enhance the capabilities
of Cambodian cadets while deepening professional ties
between the two armed forces. They also pledged
continued collaboration in border security operations,
including repatriating remains of fallen soldiers.

Discussions extended to humanitarian cooperation,
such as disaster relief and mine clearance. Cambodia,
Vietnam, and Laos have jointly organized regional
defense initiatives, including military exercises focused
on disaster response. The Vietnamese delegation
praised Cambodia for hosting the recent trilateral
defence meeting and military exercise.

Separately, Gen Seiha met with Lao Defence Minister
Senior Lt. Gen. Khamliang Outhakaysone to reinforce
defence ties through border security cooperation,
officer exchanges, and joint exercises. Laos will host
the next Cambodia-Vietnam-Laos Defence Ministers'
Meeting in 2025 and has invited Gen Seiha for an
official visit. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia, Luxemburg seek to deepen
cooperation in investment and business

(dgl) Cambodia’s Council for the Development of
Cambodia (CDC) and Luxembourg's Ministry of Foreign
and European Affairs, Defence, Development
Cooperation, and Foreign Trade (MAE) held talks to
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discuss Cambodia’s investment and business climate
to strengthen bilateral cooperation.

Deputy Prime Minister and CDC First Vice-Chairman
Sun Chanthol met with a delegation led by Georges
Ternes, Director General of Development Cooperation
and Humanitarian Aid at MAE, in Phnom Penh on
February 28. Their discussions focused on investment
opportunities and enhancing bilateral ties. [Khmer
Times]

China’s military exercises around in
Taiwan

(dh) Taiwan’s defense ministry reported an increase in
Chinese military activity near its southwestern coast
but noted that no live-fire exercises were observed in
the designated drill zone. The exercise area, located 40
nautical miles off Taiwan, was set up without prior
notice, leading Taiwan to express concern over
potential risks to commercial air and sea traffic. China
has not officially responded to the situation.

From February 26 to 27, Taiwan tracked 45 Chinese
military aircraft and 14 navy ships, including seven
operating within the drill zone. Officials described the
activity as consistent with China’s recent military
maneuvers in other regions, such as recently near the
Australian coast, but noted that conducting exercises
without prior notification was unusual. Taiwan urged
the international community to monitor the situation,
emphasizing the need for regional stability.

China’'s upcoming parliamentary session, where it is
expected to announce its defense budget, coincides
with the 20th anniversary of its "anti-secession law,"
which outlines conditions under which force could be
used against Taiwan. Taiwanese officials suggested
that heightened rhetoric or demonstrations from
China may occur leading up to this event. [Reuters 1]

This follows on from February 25, when the Taiwanese
coast guard detained a Chinese cargo vessel suspected
of damaging an undersea communications cable near
Penghu Islands which lies in the Taiwan Strait. Chinese
officials dismissed the allegation, stating that such
incidents are common and often accidental. [Reuters
2]

Additionally, Taiwan also reported another incident
where four Chinese coast guard vessels entered

waters near Taiwan’'s Kinmen Island on February 25,
which prompted a response from Taiwanese patrol
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boats, who drove away the Chinese boats. [NPR]
[Anadolu Ajansi]

China-Vietnam border gateway opens

(yq) China and Vietnam have inaugurated a new
overland passenger border-crossing channel. The
newly opened route links China's Dongzhong Port in
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region with Vietnam's
Hoanh Mo Port in Quang Ninh Province, aiming to
enhance trade, tourism and cultural exchanges.

Designed to accommodate up to 500,000 passenger
crossings and 30,000 vehicle trips annually, this
initiative is expected to boost cross-border mobility
and strengthen economic integration between the two
nations. Previously inaccessible for tourist entries and
exits, Dongzhong Port now plays a vital role in China’s
land-based connectivity with ASEAN.

This comes as since November 2023 China has been
adjusting its visa-free transit policies, encouraging
more open exchanges. In a recent move, ASEAN tour
groups can now visit Xishuangbanna, Yunnan Province,
visa-free for up to six days, further promoting tourism
and connectivity in the region. [Xinhua News Agency]
[The Daily CPEC]

China and Mongolia agree on deepening
comprehensive strategic partnership

(yg) China and Mongolia have reaffirmed their
commitment to deepening their comprehensive
strategic partnership during a series of high-level
meetings in Beijing. Chairman of the State Great Hural,
the Mongolian parliament, Dashzegve Amarbayasgalan
held discussions with top Chinese officials, including
Wang Huning, chairman of the Chinese People’s
Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) National
Committee, and Zhao Leji, chairman of the Standing
Committee of the National People’s Congress (NPC).
[Xinhua News Agency]

During his first official foreign visit since assuming
office in 2024, Amarbayasgalan underscored
Mongolia’s prioritization of friendly relations with
China as its eternal neighbor. He expressed strong
support for China’s major initiatives, including the Belt
and Road Initiative, and emphasized the role of inter-
parliamentary cooperation in aligning strategic
development goals. [Xinhua News Agency]
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Zhao highlighted the stable and expanding relations
between China and Mongolia, emphasizing their
shared interests in economic cooperation,
infrastructure development, and regional stability. He
reaffirmed China’s willingness to work with Mongolia in
implementing agreements reached by the two heads
of state and advancing a China-Mongolia community
with a shared future. [Bastille Post Global]

The discussions covered a wide range of cooperative
efforts, including trade, energy, infrastructure and
digital economic initiatives. Notable topics included the
development of the Gashuunsukhait-Gantsmod cross-
border railway, expansion of coal trade, and
integration of Mongolia into China’s electric vehicle
supply chain. The Gashuunsukhaitt-Gantsmod railway
is the second railway link between Mongolia and China.
It is expected to double Mongolia’s port capacity. The
two parties also explored opportunities for renewable
energy projects, emphasizing large-scale solar and
wind energy exports to China. [Mongolian National
News Agency] [AKI Press]

Further strengthening inter-parliamentary exchanges,
the meetings reaffirmed the commitment of both
countries to fostering legislative cooperation through
mechanisms such as the Regular Meeting Mechanism
between the State Great Hural and the NPC. With
Mongolia set to host the next session, both sides aim
to share best practices in governance, legislative
oversight and citizen engagement. [Mongolian National
News Agency]

China condemns U.S. military aid to
Taiwan

(yq) China has strongly criticized the United States for
its decision last week to unfreeze USD 870 million as
part of a USD 5.3 billion foreign aid package,
designated for military assistance to Taiwan (see AiR
No. 8, February/2025, 4). Chinese officials have urged
Washington to halt arms sales to the island, warning
that such actions violate the one-China principle,
destabilize the Taiwan Strait, and send dangerous
signals to separatist forces. [Xinhua News Agency]

The Chinese foreign ministry expressed serious
concerns over the reports, stating that U.S. military aid
to Taiwan undermines China's sovereignty and security
interests. It emphasized that Beijing will firmly
safeguard national sovereignty, security and territorial
integrity while closely monitoring the situation.
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China]
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Meanwhile, the State Council Taiwan Affairs Office,
criticized Taiwan's Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)
for “squandering resources” on military purchases,
warning that Taiwan'’s reliance on U.S. support could
backfire. [China Daily] [Taiwan Affairs Office of the
State Council]

Adding to the complexity, the U.S. military recently
sparked controversy by briefly listing Taiwan as a
participant in the Cobra Gold military exercise in
Thailand, only to remove the island’s name hours later.
The incident has fueled speculation over Washington's
stance.

Furthermore, U.S. Indo-Pacific Command chief Adm.
Samuel Paparo warned that China’s military
maneuvers are “not just exercises but rehearsals” for a
potential invasion. Speaking at the Honolulu Defense
Forum he highlighted China’s “clear intent and
capability” to attack Taiwan. [US Naval Institute] [The
Eurasian Times]

Held annually, the Honolulu Defense Forum gathers
senior government and military officials, academic
experts, and business leaders from the Indo-Pacific
region and Europe to discuss critical issues related to
regional security, defense collaboration, and
technological innovation.

Meanwhile, U.S. President Donald Trump recently
declined to clarify his position on defending Taiwan in
the event of a Chinese attack when asked during an
interview. [Reuters] [MEHR News Agency]

U.S.-China trade tensions escalate over
fentanyl dispute and tariff hikes

(yg/dh) The US and China are locked in another trade
dispute as Washington announced an additional 10
percent tariff on Chinese imports, citing continued
fentanyl inflows. Beijing has condemned the move as
“blackmail" and vowed to take necessary
countermeasures to protect its interests. [Xinhua News
Agency] [Global Times] [The White House ]

U.S. President Donal Trump reaffirmed his
administration’s tough stance in a February 27
statement in the Oval Office, announcing new tariffs on
Chinese goods, alongside 25 percent tariffs on Mexican
and Canadian imports, which took effect on March 4.
Together with the 10 percent announced in February,
the new 10 percent duty will bring the total tariff on
Chinese goods to 20 percent.
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The decision came shortly ahead China’s annual
parliamentary meetings, the so-called “two sessions”
(see article in this edition) heightening tensions as
Beijing prepares to unveil its 2025 economic plans.
[Reuters 1]

China’s Ministry of Public Security voiced firm
opposition to the U.S. decision, stating that
Washington is once again using the fentanyl issue as a
pretext for imposing tariffs. It emphasized that China
has provided support to the United States in
addressing the fentanyl crisis. However, the U.S. failed
to address the root cause of its domestic drug problem
while shifting blame onto other countries, the ministry
argued. [Xinhua News Agency]

Similarly, China’s Foreign Ministry dismissed the
fentanyl justification, calling it an excuse to pressure
Beijing and emphasizing that China was the first
country to schedule fentanyl-related substances as a
controlled class and has cooperated extensively on
counternarcotics efforts. The U.S., the ministry argued,
should address its domestic crisis instead of imposing
tariffs that disrupt global trade.

While the U.S. cites insufficient progress in curbing
fentanyl trafficking, data from U.S. Customs and
Border Protection (CBP) shows a decline in fentanyl
seizures at the southwest border. Still, the White
House remains firm, linking the issue to broader trade
policies, including increased scrutiny on Chinese
investments in U.S. tech and security sectors. The
escalation mirrors previous tariff battles during
Trump's first term, which saw economic decoupling
efforts intensify. Analysts warn that further tariff hikes
could strain both economies, China grapples with weak
domestic demand, while the U.S. faces persistent
inflation risks. [Reuters 2]

Additionally, Mexico has proposed matching U.S. tariffs
on China, a move described as “very interesting” by
U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, who also
suggested that Canada should consider adopting
similar measures. [Reuters 3]

In response, China’s finance ministry announced its
retaliatory tariffs on US agricultural imports. This
included a 15 percent duty on imports of chicken,
wheat, corn and cotton from the US, and 10 percent on
other agricultural products, such as beef, pork, fruit,
vegetables, and dairy. Analysts have stated that this is
the fastest and most coordinated response by China to
Trump's tariffs. [The New York Times]

China condemns U.S. copper tariff probe
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In addition, China has strongly urged the United States
to withdraw its investigation into copper imports,
denouncing it as an act of unilateralism and
protectionism under the guise of national security. The
probe seeks to assess the impact of copper imports on
domestic production.

China's Ministry of Commerce dismissed U.S.
allegations that China uses subsidies and
overproduction to manipulate global copper markets
as “completely groundless,” emphasizing that China is
a net importer of refined copper, exporting only
limited quantities, making the accusations of market
distortion unfounded. [Reuters 4] [CCTV]

Beijing warned that if the U.S. proceeds with additional
tariffs or restrictive measures, China will take firm
countermeasures to protect its economic interests.
The Chinese government also highlighted a 2022 World
Trade Organization (WTO) ruling that deemed previous
tariffs as violations of international trade regulations.
Despite this, Washington has not only reinstated tariffs
on steel and aluminum but has also expanded
investigations into copper imports, further straining
global supply chains.

China's Foreign Ministry, echoed these concerns,
stating that tariff wars yield no winners and harm
global trade stability. It called for resolving disputes
through dialogue and mutual respect rather than
unilateral restrictions. [Xinhua News Agency] [Global
Times]

U.S expands sanctions on China and Hong
Kong firms over Iran drone supply chain

(yq) The United States has imposed new sanctions on
six entities based in Hong Kong and China for allegedly
supplying critical components to Iran’s drone and
ballistic missile programs. The U.S. Treasury
Department's Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC)
stated that these companies operate as front firms to
procure unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) parts for
Pishtazan Kavosh Gostar Boshra (PKGB), an Iranian
company specializing in the development and
production of aerospace and defense technology, and
its subsidiary Narin Sepehr Mobin Isatis (NSMI), both of
which are already under U.S. sanctions. [MEHR News
Agency]

Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent stated that Iran seeks
new ways to obtain key UAV components through
front companies and third-country suppliers. He
emphasizes that U.S. remain committed to disrupting
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these networks that enable Iran to arm its proxies and
destabilize the region.

The sanctions, issued under Executive Order 13382
targeting proliferators of weapons of mass destruction,
freeze any U.S-linked assets of the targeted firms and
bar American individuals and companies from
conducting transactions with them. [U.S. Department
of the Treasury]

This move is part of the Trump administration’s revived
“maximum pressure” strategy on Iran, which includes
efforts to eliminate Tehran’s oil revenue, a key funding
source for its military programs. Washington had
imposed a separate round of sanctions on Iran’s oil
sector.

China has pushed back against these measures.
China's embassy in Washington called the sanctions
“illegal” and emphasized that Beijing's trade with Iran is
“reasonable and lawful.” Iran’s top diplomat also
reaffirmed that Tehran will not succumb to U.S.
pressure. [Reuters] [The Media Line]

China-U.S. military talks in the work

(yg) China and the United States are making early
arrangements for military exchanges, signaling a
potential step toward easing tensions. China’s defense
ministry confirmed that preliminary plans for bilateral
military dialogue are in place, with further details to be
announced later. [Ministry of National Defense, China]
[Xinhua News Agency] [The Straits Times]

The move comes amid changes in U.S. military
leadership and increasing naval activity by China,
raising concerns among regional players like Taiwan,
Vietnam, and the Philippines. On February 21,
President Trump appointed retired Air Force Lt.-Gen.
Dan Caine as the new chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff. Caine has emphasized the need for a strong
military presence in the Indo-Pacific region. [CBC]

In January, senior U.S. and Chinese military officials
resumed the U.S.-China Defense Policy Coordination
Talks at the Pentagon after a conversation in
December that officers ended a 16-month hiatus in
military communications between the two powers. [El
Pais]

The last known direct military engagement between
senior officials occurred in September, when
Washington affirmed importance of maintaining open
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lines of communication for responsibly managing
competition. [Department of Defense, USA]

China condemns Canada’s sanctions on
Chinese entities, calls for reversal

(yq) China has strongly opposed Canada'’s latest
sanctions targeting Chinese companies, calling them
unjustified and detrimental to global trade stability.
The sanctions, announced by Canadian Prime Minister
Justine Trudeau during a surprise visit to Ukraine on
February 24, include measures against 76 foreign
individuals and entities, over 20 of which are Chinese,
for allegedly supplying dual-use items to Russia. [CBC
11[EBC 2]

Beijing has lodged formal diplomatic protests, with
both the Ministry of Commerce and the Foreign
Ministry denouncing the move. Officials argue that the
sanctions lack a basis in international law and are not
authorized by the United Nations Security Council.
[Xinhua News Agency]

China's foreign ministry emphasized that China has
never provided lethal weapons to any party and strictly
controls the export of dual-use items, including
drones. [Anadolu Ajansi]

The Ministry of Commerce further warned that
Canada's actions undermine global industrial and
supply chain security, jeopardizing normal trade and
investment. China urged Canada to immediately
withdraw the sanctions and vowed to take necessary
measures to safeguard the legitimate interests of
Chinese enterprises. [Global Times]

US report warns of Chinese recruitment of
disgruntled federal workers

(dh) U.S. intelligence reports suggest that China and
Russia are actively attempting to recruit recently
dismissed or vulnerable federal employees,
particularly those with security clearances, as part of
their intelligence-gathering efforts. These recruitment
attempts are reportedly taking advantage of job cuts
within the U.S. federal workforce, which have left
employees in uncertain positions.

According to intelligence sources, Chinese operatives
are reaching out to former and at-risk government
workers through online platforms like LinkedIn, TikTok,
and Reddit. Some reports indicate that recruitment
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websites have been created specifically to attract
individuals who may have access to sensitive
information. Analysts warn that employees who are
financially strained or frustrated about losing their jobs
could be more susceptible to these approaches.

The Chinese government has denied any wrongdoing,
stating that it is committed to maintaining relations
with the U.S. based on mutual respect and non-
interference. However, intelligence experts argue that
mass layoffs in national security agencies could create
opportunities for foreign governments like China to
exploit insider knowledge.

Discussions within U.S. intelligence agencies are
ongoing about how to counter these recruitment
efforts. Some officials believe the risks are being
downplayed, while others point out that the U.S. has
used similar strategies to recruit disaffected
government employees from adversarial nations,
including China. [CNN]

Chinese President Xi Jinping meets
Russian Security Council Secretary

(dh) On February 28, Chinese President Xi Jinping met
with the secretary of Russia’s Security Council, Sergei
Shoigu, in Beijing. Xi stressed the need for ongoing
communication between the two nations as they
prepare for key diplomatic and strategic engagements,
as well as highlighting the importance of the two
countries working together on global and regional
issues. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China]

In a separate meeting the same day, China’s Minister
of Foreign Affairs, Wang Yi, also meet with Shoigu, in
which he echoed Xi's sentiment referring to Russia and
China's relationship as stable and resilient. Both sides
agreed to schedule further discussions on security
cooperation at an appropriate time. [Reuters]

Shoigu'’s visit comes at a time when Russia and the
United States are engaging in diplomatic talks on
peace in Ukraine, leading to speculation about how
this could affect Moscow's growing ties with Beijing. In
recent weeks, Russian and US officials have metin
Turkey and Saudi Arabia to discuss improving
relations, and there are reports that a meeting
between U.S. President Donald Trump and his Russian
counterpart Vladimir Putin is being planned. This
warming relationship has been amplified by Trump's
withdrawal of support from Ukraine, which has been
welcomed by the Kremlin.
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It was also announced that Xi will visit Moscow in May
for events marking the anniversary of the end of World
War Il'in Europe. Putin has also invited Trump, though
it is unclear if he will attend. [SCMP]

Following the meeting, Russia’s Security Council
released a statement in which both countries
expressed concerns about NATO's increasing presence
in the Asia-Pacific region, stating that such expansion
was unwelcome. [Reuters]

Germany warned of potential Chinese
blackmail via wind turbines

(yg) Commissioned by the German defense ministry, a
report highlights Beijing's ability to delay projects,
extract sensitive data, and remotely disable turbines. It
urges blocking a planned wind project using Chinese-
manufactured turbines, warning that China could
exploit energy infrastructure as political leverage.

The report warns that Chinese manufacturers control
turbine software, which regulate operations and
gathers radar data. Given that wind energy accounts
for a third of Germany’s electricity and a fifth of the
EU’s, reliance on Chinese technology poses security
risks.

If relations with China deteriorate, Beijing could delay
wind farms projects by up to five years through
regulatory obstruction. The report also suggests
possible coordination with Russia in disrupting
European energy infrastructure.

Despite security warnings, Chinese firms are already
entering the German market. Developer Luxcara has
selected Ming Yang Smart Energy, a Chinese company
to supply 16 turbines for the Waterkant offshore wind
farm in northwest Germany. The report advises
blocking such projects, citing national security risks
and potential military zone exposure.

Ming Yang has previously supplied turbines for an
Italian offshore wind project and is exploring business
expansion in the UK. Germany's wind industry has
voiced concerns, with Karina Wurtz, managing director
of the German Offshore Wind Energy Foundation,
calling reliance on Chinese suppliers a “massive risk.”

The report recommends Berlin use legal tools such as
national procurement laws and the Wind Energy at Sea
Act to restrict Chinese firms from contracts involving
defense or public safety. [POLITICO]
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Another report from the German Institute for Defense
and Strategic Studies (GIDS) warns the project should
be blocked for public safety grounds, as a single
offshore wind farms in strategic location poses a
greater risk for energy supply manipulation and
espionage than millions of solar panels.

Despite the concerns, Luxcara has defended its choice,
stating that critical components will come from
European manufacturers and security measures will
prevent unauthorized access. The company asserts
that Ming Yang will not have direct system control, with
all operations managed from Germany under strict
cybersecurity protocols. [Clean Energy Wire]

Papua New Guinea raises concerns over
suspected Chinese drone

(dh) Papua New Guinea's Foreign Minister, Justin
Tkatchenko, has raised concerns over an unidentified
drone flying in the country's airspace near the
Australian border. The drone was spotted by local
villagers around the same time a Chinese naval vessel
passed through the Torres Strait before joining two
other warships off Australia’s east coast for military
drills.

Footage captured at night showed the drone emitting
bright lights, and a local ranger described it as having a
stingray-like shape. The Australian Defense Force
confirmed it had not deployed any drones in the
region at the time.

Experts suggested the drone was likely used for
reconnaissance, possibly launched from a nearby naval
vessel to gather intelligence on regional maritime
activity.

Tkatchenko did not directly blame China but
emphasized that any foreign military activity in PNG's
airspace should be communicated in advance. He also
denied reports that China had notified him weeks
before the warships' movements, stating that both
Chinese and Australian officials informed him only two
days before a public announcement.

He acknowledged PNG's limited resources to monitor
and respond to unauthorized aerial activity, pointing
out that in other countries, such incidents would likely
prompt an immediate response. PNG authorities are
seeking further clarification from both China and
Australia regarding the incident. [ABC]
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China’s growing influence in Antarctica:
collaboration with Russia and proposal for
new research station

(dh) China has proposed building a new seasonal
research station in Antarctica's Marie Byrd Land, with
plans to open it in 2027. The station will focus on
marine and climate change research and will
accommodate up to 25 researchers. China has
emphasized that this expansion is strictly for scientific
purposes and insists there is no geopolitical motivation
behind it.

Australia, which has a history of collaboration with
China on Antarctic research, is reviewing the proposal
in line with environmental and treaty guidelines. China
has also faced criticism for blocking proposals related
to marine protected areas and krill fishing, but it
advocates for a balanced approach between
environmental protection and scientific and
commercial interests.

The proposal will be discussed at the upcoming
Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting in Italy, where
member countries will offer feedback. Meanwhile,
China is exploring further opportunities to cooperate
with Australia on Antarctic issues, including potential
increases in the use of Hobart as a base for its
icebreakers. [ABC]

This proposal comes at a time when China and Russia
are strengthening their scientific collaboration in
Antarctica, particularly in ice-core drilling, as part of
broader research efforts in the region. A joint team
from both countries recently carried out a geophysical
survey on a borehole in the Larsemann Hills, an area of
East Antarctica where China had previously conducted
drilling. Their work involved measuring borehole
conditions, collecting ice and bedrock samples, and
analyzing temperature and structural changes.

This cooperation builds on discussions held last year,
during which Russian scientists attended Antarctic
research conferences in China. Among the proposed
projects is a joint drilling initiative in the Gamburtsev
subglacial mountains, an area of scientific interest due
to its potential to provide valuable insights into past
climate patterns and environmental changes. China
has previously conducted exploratory drilling in this
region and aims to extend its research efforts with
Russia’s involvement. Scientific collaboration between
the two countries in Antarctica has been a source of
international attention. [Maritime Executive]

China's growing presence in Antarctica has raised
concerns, particularly following a 2022 U.S. Defense
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Department report that linked the expansion to
potential resource claims and military interests, China
maintains it fully complies with the Antarctic Treaty.
The Treaty prohibits military activities and requires
peaceful scientific cooperation. [ABC]

Beijing says India-China relationship
entering 'phase of recovery'

(rt) India and China are actively working towards
normalizing their bilateral relations, entering a "phase
of recovery," according to Chinese Ambassador Xu
Feihong. Speaking on February 25, 2025, Xu
highlighted the importance of the relationship, noting
that both nations are engaged in resolving the
boundary issue and rebooting ties. Recent talks,
including the Special Representatives (SR) dialogue and
the Foreign Secretary-Vice Minister level discussions,
have resulted in key understandings on the boundary
question, creating a path toward stable relations. [The
Hindu 1]

This shift comes after significant developments,
including the completion of the disengagement
process in late 2024, which saw both countries agree
to withdraw troops from the last friction points along
the Line of Actual Control (LAC), namely Depsang and
Demchok.

Chinese President Xi Jinping and Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi met in Kazan on October 23, 2024, and
agreed on a strategic approach to handle bilateral ties
from a long-term perspective. The pact finalized during
this meeting aimed at troop withdrawal in eastern
Ladakh, a disputed territory. Both leaders emphasized
the importance of preventing specific disagreements
from impacting overall relations and maintaining peace
along the border. [The Hindu 2]

Despite these efforts, Indian officials, including
External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar, have maintained
that full normalization of ties with China will not be
possible without lasting peace and tranquility in the
border areas. Jaishankar has also indicated that
disengagement and de-escalation remain a "work in
progress." [The Indian Express]

India’s commerce minister visits US for
urgent trade talks amid tariff concerns
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(Im) India’s Commerce and Industry Minister Piyush
Goyal has embarked on a crucial visit to Washington to
discuss trade negotiations with the U.S. Trade
Representative (USTR) Jamieson Greer and U.S.
Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick. The visit comes
as President Donald Trump prepares to impose higher
tariffs on Indian exports, raising concerns about
potential economic losses.

During Prime Minister Narendra Modi's recent visit to
the U.S., both countries reaffirmed their commitment
to more than double bilateral trade to USD 500 billion
by 2030 and negotiate a Bilateral Trade Agreement
(BTA) by fall 2025. The proposed multi-sector trade
deal aims to ease tariff and non-tariff barriers,
promoting increased trade in goods, services, and
investments.

The urgency of the negotiations stems from Trump's
push for “reciprocal tariffs”, which could cost Indian
exporters an estimated USD 7 billion annually across
key sectors like automobiles and agriculture. India and
the U.S. are expected to explore concessions and duty
reductions, as both economies complement each
other.

The U.S. remains India’s largest trading partner, with
bilateral trade in goods and services reaching USD 190
billion in 2023. India enjoys a trade surplus with the
U.S., exporting USD 83.77 billion worth of goods while
importing USD 40.12 billion, leaving a trade gap of USD
43.65 billion in India’s favor.

Previously, talks of a mini-trade deal under Trump's
first term were abandoned by the Biden
administration. However, with rising global
protectionism, both sides are now prioritizing a
comprehensive trade pact to prevent further economic
friction. The U.S. is also reviewing trade barriers faced
by American exporters worldwide, which could shape
future tariff policies.

Beyond trade, the U.S. is one of India’s largest foreign
investors, with USD 67.8 billion in foreign direct
investment (FDI) between April 2000 and September
2024. Goyal's discussions in Washington will likely
cover investment flows, market access, and ways to
mitigate disruptions from Trump's trade policies.
[MoneyControl] [India Shipping News] [The Hindu]

India’s army chief strengthens defense
ties with France amid growing military
cooperation


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-hyt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-hyi/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-hyd/

(Im) Indian Army Chief General Upendra Dwivedi has
concluded a four-day visit to France, reinforcing
military collaboration, joint training, and defense
modernization efforts between the two nations. The
visit aligns with India and France’s broader push to
expand strategic defense cooperation, particularly in
military technology, defense procurement, and joint
operations.

During his visit, General Dwivedi was briefed on
France's Scorpion modernization program, attended a
live-fire demonstration of new combat vehicles, and
discussed Exercise SHAKTI, an annual Indo-French
military drill aimed at improving joint tactical
operations. His visit also included a tour of the Airbus
facility in Marseille, where he explored advanced
aviation technologies, and a tribute to Indian soldiers
at the Neuve Chapelle War Memorial. [Firstpost] [The
Economic Times] [Hindustan Times]

His visit follows Prime Minister Narendra Modi's recent
trip to France, during which both countries launched a
roadmap for artificial intelligence (Al) collaboration and
explored further defense cooperation, including India’s
planned acquisition of 26 Rafale-M fighter jets and
three additional Scorpene-class submarines. The
Rafale-M deal, valued at approximately INR 500 billion
(USD 6 billion), aims to bolster India’s naval air power,
while the new submarines will enhance India’s
maritime security in the Indian Ocean.

Additionally, France is in advanced negotiations to
purchase India’s domestically developed Pinaka multi-
barrel rocket launcher system, marking a potential
shift in India-France defense trade dynamics. The
Pinaka system, which has a range of up to 90 km (56
miles), was demonstrated to a French delegation three
months ago and deemed satisfactory. If finalized, this
would be the first instance of France purchasing
Indian-made weaponry, signaling India’s rising status
as a defense exporter. [Reuters]

The visit also follows India and France’s Bilateral
Dialogue on Disarmament and Non-Proliferation held
in Paris on February 14, covering discussions on
nuclear security, space security, and lethal
autonomous weapons.

South Korea's KAI to train Indonesian
aerospace workers

(Ip) Korea Aerospace Industries Ltd (KAI) signed a
memorandum of understanding with Indonesian
logistics and transportation company Prima Duta Sejati
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to train and place Indonesian workers in the aerospace
industry and to enable skilled Indonesian workers to
join KAl after completing specialized training.

The collaboration will begin with a limited number of
participants training in aircraft component
manufacturing, with the first batch starting in May,
though the quota may increase as workers
demonstrate their capabilities.

KAl is also exploring a partnership with state-owned
aerospace company Dirgantara Indonesia to establish
a training center in Indonesia, aiming to leverage
Indonesian talent and aviation infrastructure. [Jakarta
Globe]

Indonesia and Timor-Leste discuss
bilateral cooperation

(gk) Indonesian Foreign Minister Sugiono held talks
with visiting Timor-Leste Foreign Minister Bendito dos
Santos Freitas on March 3 to discuss bilateral
cooperation, especially strengthening economic
partnerships, border settlement, and support for
Timor-Leste's accession to ASEAN.

Sugiono appreciated the economic cooperation
between the two nations, noting that the trade value is
USD 391.3 million in 2024, an increase of 12.32 percent
from the previous year. He emphasized his nation’s
commitment as Timor-Leste's development partner
and expressed complete support to its full
membership in ASEAN, including through capacity
building programs.

Regarding finalizing border agreement, both foreign
ministers committed to resolving the issue
constructively and agreed to revitalize the Joint
Ministerial Commission (JMC) as a strategic forum at
the Foreign Minister level to review and develop
bilateral cooperation. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
The Republic of Indonesia, in Indonesian] [Bernamal

Indonesia receives Secretary of Russian
Security Council

(gk) Indonesian President Prabowo Subianto welcomed
Sergei Shoigu, Secretary of Russia's Security Council, at
his official residence in Jakarta, on February 25.

Both reaffirmed their commitment to strengthening
cooperation in various fields, including security and
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defense sectors. Both also exchanged views on global
strategic issues and the potential for improving
bilateral relations between their nations.

Shoigu'’s visit to Indonesia is his first stop of a five-day
Asia tour. This visit comes after Indonesia was
admitted as a full member of BRICS-a multilateral
grouping of which Russia is a founding member.
[President of The Republic of Indonesia, in Indonesian]
[Hindustan Times]

Indonesia sends technicians to France to
study Rafale jets

(gk) PT Dirgantara Indonesia (DI), a state-owned
aerospace company in Indonesia, has sent technicians
to France to study the Rafale fighter jets, ensuring
Indonesia has a trained workforce for their
maintenance. This move is part of an offset
arrangement that includes technician training and the
development of computer-based training (CBT) to
assist Indonesian operators in basic training.

The collaboration aims to ensure Indonesia's readiness
to operate and maintain the Rafale fleet, with six jets
scheduled to join the Indonesian Air Force by 2026. To
support this, the Air Force has prepared a home base
at Roesmin Nurjadin Air Force Base in Pekanbaru, Riau,
where simulators, hangars, and improved flight and
logistics facilities have been built.

The Air Force has also begun selecting pilots for Rafale
training based on their current positions and
experience. Additionally, the Ministry of Defense's
contract with Dassault Aviation for 42 Rafale jets has
activated the production of the final 18 units. [Antara]

Indonesia considers transfer request for
Bulgarian, Dutch prisoners

(Ip/gk) Coordinating Minister for Law, Human Rights,
Immigration, and Corrections Yusril Ihza Mahendra has
pledged to review Bulgaria's request to transfer three
Bulgarian prisoners currently serving sentences in
Yogyakarta.

During a meeting with Bulgarian Ambassador to
Indonesia Tanya Dimitrova on February 26, Mahendra
emphasized that while Indonesia remained open to
international legal cooperation, the process required
thorough consideration of justice principles and
national interests. He noted that these transfers could
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not be decided hastily, particularly since the prisoners
only began serving their sentences in February 2024,
requiring an in-depth study and mutual agreement
between both nations. [Antara News 1]

In addition, Mahendra discussed repatriation plans for
Dutch prisoners serving sentences in Indonesia, with
Dutch Ambassador to Indonesia March Gerritsen on
March 3.

During the meeting, Minister Mahendra informed that
currently there are five Dutch prisoners serving time in
Indonesia and two Dutch nationals being held at
Indonesia’s Immigration Detention House. [Antara
News 2]

Indonesia and Switzerland strengthen
vocational education partnership

(aar) Indonesia and Switzerland are collaborating on a
dual-system vocational education program that
integrates classroom learning with industry experience
to improve human resource quality. The initiative, led
by Indonesia’s Industrial Human Resources
Development Agency (BPSDMI) and Switzerland's State
Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECQ), is in its second
phase (2024-2027) after an extension of the first phase
due to COVID-19.

The program aims to align education with industry
needs and expand to more institutions under the
Ministry of Industry, enhancing workforce readiness.
[Antara]

Indonesia to issue new visas for
Palestinian students, launches
humanitarian aid campaign

(gk) Coordinating Minister for Law, Human Rights,
Immigration, and Corrections Yusril lhza Mahendra
held a meeting with Palestinian Ambassador to
Indonesia, Zuhair al-Shun on February 26.

Ambassador al-Shun submitted a report regarding the
conditions of dozens of Palestinian students who
receive scholarships from the Indonesian Government.
Many Palestinian students saw their Indonesian visas
expire as they were unable to travel amid the ongoing
armed conflict between Hamas and Israel.
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In response to the report, Minister Mahendra affirmed
that his government will soon issue new visas to
Palestinian students who want to continue their
studies, reaffirming his nation’s commitment to
supporting the independence of Palestine. [Antara 1]
[Jakarta Globe]

In related news, Indonesia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
in collaboration with the Indonesian Ulema Council
and the National Alms Agency has launched a
campaign to raise USD 200 million in humanitarian aid
for Palestine. The government informed that the
campaign would begin during Ramadan. The funds are
intended for humanitarian aid and reconstruction
efforts in Gaza. [Antara 2]

On March 3, the Indonesian Foreign Ministry
condemned Israel's attempts to undermine the Gaza
ceasefire. The ministry noted that blocking
humanitarian aid to the Gaza strip and using it as a
leverage in ceasefire negotiations constitutes war
crimes, and that Israel's actions are violations of
international humanitarian law and human rights.
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The Republic of
Indonesia, in Indonesian]

This comes as concerns are rising that war will return
as Israel said that there is a new deal now, after the
ceasefire agreement's first phase ended on March 1,
halting all humanitarian aid to Gaza until Hamas
accepts this new version too. [BBC]

Indonesia-New Zealand Ombudsman
Partnership focuses on governance
development

(Ip) On February 25, the Indonesian Ombudsman met
with its New Zealand counterparts in Jakarta to discuss
expanding bilateral cooperation between the two
institutions. Deputy Chief of the Indonesian
Ombudsman, Bobby Hamzar Rafinus, emphasized that
Indonesia sought to learn from New Zealand's strong
governance practices, highlighting that the Indonesian
Ombudsman was relatively new compared to the more
established New Zealand institution.

New Zealand's Chief Ombudsman, Peter Boshier,
committed to appointing a representative to oversee
technical preparations for the partnership. He offered
to share expertise on management, funding sources,
organizational structure, and case resolution.
Additionally, Boshier pledged support for capacity
building within the Indonesian Ombudsman over the
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next three years to help strengthen Indonesia's
governance capabilities. [Antara News]

Brazil offers agricultural products and
generic medicines to support Indonesia’'s
development goals

(Ip) President Prabowo Subianto met with Brazilian
business representatives at the Presidential Palace in
Jakarta on February 26, accompanied by Health
Minister Budi Gunadi Sadikin and Deputy Agriculture
Minister Sudaryono.

During the nearly two-hour meeting, the Brazilian
delegation offered affordable agricultural products and
medical expertise, including generic drugs that Health
Minister Sadikin specifically highlighted for their cost-
effectiveness. The delegation, consisting of six Brazilian
experts and businessmen, presented options that
could potentially support Indonesia's development
priorities. [Antara News]

Japan considers allowing South Koreans to
obtain second working holiday visas

(adi) Japan is considering permitting South Korean
citizens to apply for a second working holiday visa,
aiming to strengthen bilateral ties and provide
extended cultural exchange opportunities.

Japan's working holiday program, established in 1980
with Australia, now includes agreements with 30
countries and regions. The program allows young
people to travel and work in Japan for up to one year,
fostering mutual understanding and cultural exchange.
Currently, participants can obtain the visa only once.

The proposed policy change would enable South
Korean participants to apply for a second working
holiday visa after a certain period.

This initiative is part of Japan's efforts to enhance
people-to-people connections and strengthen
diplomatic relations with South Korea. [Mainichi]

China expands missile bases capable of
striking Japan
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(adi) China has increased the number of missile bases
equipped with advanced systems capable of reaching
Japan, according to satellite imagery analyzed by the
Japan Institute for National Fundamentals.

Since October 2020, China has expanded its 655
Brigade in Jilin Province, deploying DF-17 ballistic
missiles with hypersonic glide warheads, which are
difficult to detect and intercept. These missiles have
the range to strike all areas of Japan. Satellite images
from January 2024 show additional facilities, including
vehicle depots capable of housing up to 38 transporter
erector launchers (TELs).

Similarly, the 656 Brigade in Shandong Province has
housed CJ-100 supersonic cruise missiles since 2019.
Satellite imagery from May 2024 suggests continued
land leveling, indicating possible further base
expansion.

Maki Nakagawa, a research fellow at the Japan Institute
for National Fundamentals, noted that China is
increasing both the quality and quantity of missiles
capable of penetrating Japan’s defense systems. These
developments have raised concerns about regional
security dynamics, prompting discussions in Japan on
enhancing missile defense and strategic deterrence.
[Asia News Network]

Japanese, U.S. defense ministers to hold
first face-to-face meeting in April

(dqgl) Japanese Defense Minister Nakatani Gen and his
U.S. counterpart are set to hold their first in-person
meeting in Tokyo as early as April.

The meeting is expected to center on strengthening
deterrence and response capabilities within the
alliance, particularly amid rising regional tensions.
Discussions are said to also cover coordination
between Japan's Self-Defense Forces (SDF) and the U.S.
military, as Japan prepares to establish a joint
operations command integrating its Ground, Maritime,
and Air forces in late March.

Additionally, the defense chiefs will attend a joint
memorial ceremony on loto (lwojima), marking 80
years since World War Il ended. It will be the first time
both countries' Cabinet officials participate, a move
seen as reinforcing Japan-U.S. ties. [NHK]
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Japan rejects U.S. president's claim of Yen
devaluation

(adi) Japan has dismissed U.S. President Donald
Trump's assertion that Tokyo is deliberately devaluing
the yen, emphasizing that its monetary policies are
aimed at domestic economic stability.

Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshihide Suga stated that
Japan’s economic measures focus on overcoming
deflation and fostering sustainable growth, rather than
manipulating currency values. He stressed that the
Bank of Japan’s monetary easing policies are designed
to stimulate domestic demand.

Suga also reaffirmed that Japan adheres to
international agreements on exchange rates, including
commitments made at G7 and G20 meetings, which
discourage competitive currency devaluation. He
reiterated that foreign exchange rates should be
determined by market forces.

Finance Minister Taro Aso echoed these points,
asserting that Japan's fiscal and monetary policies are
transparent and not aimed at influencing exchange
rates. He noted that any currency fluctuations are
incidental to policy objectives.

The response follows President Trump's accusations
that Japan manipulates its currency to gain trade
advantages, a claim that Japanese officials strongly
deny. The dispute highlights ongoing tensions in global
trade and economic policy discussions. [Mainichi
Shimbun]

Japanese foreign minister targeted by
Russian entry ban

(dqgl) Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwayai is among nine
Japanese citizens Russia has permanently banned from
entering the country in response to Japan’s sanctions
over the Russia-Ukraine conflict, the Russian Foreign
Ministry announced Monday. The blacklist also
includes Isuzu President Shinsuke Minami, and Japan
International Cooperation Agency (JICA) Senior Vice
President Shohei Hara. [Reuters]

In January, Japan's Cabinet approved a latest round of
anctions against Russia in response to its invasion of
Ukraine. The measures include asset freezes targeting
11 individuals, 29 organizations, and three Russian
banks, as well as export bans on 22 Russian entities
tied to military and industrial activities. Additional
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restrictions target 31 non-Russian groups from
countries such as China, Turkey, and Hong Kong,
accused of aiding Russia in evading sanctions (see AiR
No. 2, January/2025, 2).

In late July 2024, Russia imposed similar entry bans on
13 other Japanese nationals, including Toyota Motor's
chairman (see AiR No. 31, July/2024, 5)

Japan, Poland reaffirm commitment to
further support Ukraine

(dgl) Japanese Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwaya and
visiting Polish Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski
signed a five-year action plan on February 27 in Tokyo,
reflecting the two countries continued commitment to
support Ukraine as Russia's invasion enters its third
year.

The plan identifies prioritized lines of bilateral
cooperation between Tokyo and Warsaw in the fields
of policy, security, defence, economy, science,
technology, and culture. [Government, Poland]

During their meeting in Tokyo, both ministers
reiterated their condemnation of Russia's war against
Ukraine and Russia and North Korea's increasing
military cooperation.

They vowed to further strengthen bilateral ties in
security, economy, and culture, emphasizing the
inseparable security of Europe and the Indo-Pacific
region and committing to enhancing cooperation on
Ukraine's recovery and reconstruction, including
capacity-building assistance.

The ministers shared their opposition to any attempts
to alter regional status quos in the East and South
China Seas by force or coercion, a stance likely aimed
at China's expanding maritime assertiveness. [Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, Japan] [The Mainichi]

In a separate meeting, Sikorski and Japanese Defense
Minister Gen Nakatani also agreed to continue to
support Ukraine as part of the two countries’ defense
cooperation that includes unit-to unit exchanges and
cooperation through NATO and the EU. [Ministry of
Defense, Japan] [Polska Agencja Prasowa]

Prior to the meetings, Sikorski urged US allies,
including Japan, to increase defence spending in
response to growing security challenges in Europe and
the Indo-Pacific, emphasizing the need for countries to
follow Poland's example and prioritize military
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readiness, mirroring the stance of US President Donald
Trump, who previously called on NATO allies to boost
their defence contributions.

Sikorski noted Japan's increasing defense budget and
shared a similar mindset on military preparedness. He
highlighted that Russia's invasion of Ukraine had
prompted Europeans to recognize their over-reliance
on US military deterrence and the neglect of their own
defence needs.

Poland plans to raise its defence spending to 4.7
percent of GDP this year, while Japan's defence budget
is projected to reach JPY 8.7 trillion (USD 55.1 billion)
for fiscal 2025. However, challenges like inflation and
political instability may hinder Japan's ability to meet
these targets. [Caliber]

Laos, China strengthen cooperation in
clean energy

(dgl) Laos and China are deepening their cooperation
in energy cooperation as the China-Laos 500 kV
Interconnection Project broke ground in Vientiane on
February 26.

Set for completion in 2026, the project will enable a 1.5
million-kilowatt two-way electricity exchange, providing
approximately 3 billion kilowatt-hours of clean
electricity annually. This will expand bilateral power
exchanges and enhance strategic energy cooperation.

The project includes constructing a 500 kV substation
in Laos, a 183.5-kilometer cross-border transmission
line, and two 230 kV lines connecting Laos's northern
power grid. Once operational, it is expected to make
Laos a clean energy hub in the Lancang-Mekong area.
[China Daily]

Malaysia and Russia explore defense,
security, and economic cooperation

(ga) Prime Minister of Malaysia Anwar Ibrahim met
with Russian Security Council Secretary Sergei Shoigu
in Putrajaya, Malaysia, to discuss key bilateral issues,
including defense, security, economy, banking, science
and technology, cybersecurity, connectivity, and
training.

Anwar shared insights from his meeting with Russian
President Vladimir Putin at the Eastern Economic
Forum in September 2024, emphasizing the forum'’s
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role in expanding Malaysia's economic diplomacy and
strategic partnerships. He expressed confidence that
Shoigu'’s visit would strengthen bilateral cooperation.
[Bernamal]

Malaysia and Iran strengthen cooperation
in trade, investment, and education

(ga) Malaysia and Iran have agreed to strengthen
bilateral cooperation in trade, investment, education,
health, and research, as discussed during the 8th
Malaysia-Iran Joint Commission Meeting (JCM), co-
chaired by Malaysian Foreign Minister Mohamad
Hasan and Iranian counterpart Seyyed Abbas Araghchi.
The meeting aimed to enhance government-to-
government and business-to-business ties between
the two nations.

Malaysia and Iran will coordinate trade efforts through
a Joint Economic Commission Meeting between their
Trade Ministers, with Wisma Putra acting as the
coordinating agency. Despite unilateral sanctions on
Iran, Malaysia seeks to expand collaboration in
research, science, technology, health, and tourism,
which are not subject to restrictions.

On trade and investment, Malaysia seeks to increase
palm oil exports to Iran, focusing on refined palm oil
products rather than crude exports. Iran proposed
positioning itself as Malaysia's gateway to Central Asia,
while Malaysia invited Iran to use it as an entry point
for ASEAN trade. In 2024, bilateral trade reached MYR
2.6 billion (USD 570 million), a 24.6 percent increase
from 2023, making Malaysia Iran’s largest trading
partner in ASEAN and its 19th largest globally.

On education, Malaysia encouraged more Iranian
students to pursue higher education in the country to
strengthen people-to-people ties. Additionally,
discussions covered joint efforts in international
platforms such as the United Nations (UN),
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), and
Developing-8 (D8). [Bernama 1] [Bernama 2]

Russia irritated over former Maldivian
President Nasheed’s support for Ukraine

(db) On February 27, Russian Ambassador to Sri Lanka
and the Maldives, Levan S. Dzhagaryan, expressed
irritation after former Maldivian President Mohamed
Nasheed voiced support for Ukraine’s peace efforts on
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social media. Nasheed's comments followed the UN
General Assembly vote on February 24, marking the
third anniversary of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.
Nasheed approved the Maldives’ alignment with
European nations, voting in favor of Ukraine, calling it
“common sense,” and criticized the United States for
voting alongside Russia and North Korea. [the edition]
[Voice] [X 1]

Dzhagaryan responded with criticism, questioning
Nasheed's failure to recognize emerging trends toward
a peaceful solution in Ukraine. He accused Nasheed of
clinging to an outdated European stance while
highlighting the U.S.'s more practical approach. The
ambassador also pointed out that Russian tourists, not
Ukrainians, play a significant role in boosting the
Maldives’ tourism. He concluded by hoping Nasheed
would appreciate Russia's assistance to the Maldives.
[Telegram] [the edition] [Voice] [X 2]

Nasheed replied on X, clarifying that his comments
were not meant to oppose Russia, emphasizing the
Maldives' desire for peace, and expressing gratitude
for the Russian tourists. He explained that the
Maldives’ stance is consistent with its usual position as
a small nation avoiding involvement in major
geopolitical conflicts. Nasheed also extended Ramadan
wishes to President Putin and the Russian people. The
Russian embassy responded positively, acknowledging
Nasheed's kind words and reaffirming Russia's
commitment to peaceful conflict resolution. [The
edition] [Voice] [X 1]

Mongolia, China strengthen bilateral ties

(fs) Chairman of the Chinese People's Political
Consultative Conference (CPPCC) National Committee
Wang Huning and chairman of the National People's
Congress (NPC) Standing Committee Zhao Leji held
separate discussions with Dashzegve Amarbayasgalan,
visiting chairman of Mongolia's State Great Khural,
Mongolia's parliament, on February 25-26.

Wang emphasized China’s willingness to work with
Mongolia to implement agreements made by both
countries’ leaders and to strengthen their
comprehensive strategic partnership. He also
reiterated the importance of legislative cooperation.
Amarbayasgalan reaffirmed Mongolia’'s support for
China’s major initiatives, including the Belt and Road
Initiative, and its commitment to fostering practical
collaboration. [Xinhua 1]
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The two sides agreed on accelerating the development
of the Bulgan-Takashiken border port and expanding
collaboration in advanced technology, renewable
energy, agriculture, and livestock sectors. [Montsame]

Leji highlighted the progress in China-Mongolia
relations and called for enhanced cooperation in
infrastructure, energy, and trade. Amarbayasgalan
noted Mongolia's readiness to align development
strategies with China and expand cooperation in
transportation, energy, agriculture, and electric
vehicles. He also underscored the importance of
strengthening parliamentary exchanges and making
full use of the regular dialogue mechanism. [Xinhua 2]
[Akipress]

Mongolian Minister of Foreign Affairs pays
official visit to Japan

(fs) Mongolian Foreign Minister Batmunkh Battsetseg is
on an official visit to Japan that began on February 28
and runs until March 5, meeting with several officials
and institutions.

She travelled to Hiroshima on March 1, where she met
Hiroshima Governor Hidehiko Yuzaki. Battsetseg
emphasized Mongolia's commitment to regional
development and discussed opportunities to enhance
cooperation with Hiroshima in tourism, agriculture,
and food production. Both sides agreed on the
importance of fostering direct regional cooperation
and strengthening private sector partnerships.

Additionally, Battsetseg visited the university’'s
Hydrogen Energy Research Center, where she
reviewed research on renewable and hydrogen energy.
She discussed potential collaboration to introduce and
develop hydrogen energy technology in Mongolia.
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Mongolia 1] [Montsame]

In a meeting with Tanaka Akihiko, President of the
Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA),
discussions focused on strengthening infrastructure,
diversifying energy sources, modernizing agriculture,
and fostering collaboration in artificial intelligence and
information technology. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
Mongolia 2]

Furthermore, she held talks with Japan’s Chief Cabinet
Secretary Hayashi Yoshimasa, acknowledging his
contributions to bilateral relations, particularly during
Mongolia and Japan's 50th diplomatic anniversary in
2022. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Mongolia 3]
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She also met with Chairman of the Nippon Foundation
Sasakawa Yohei, and the two sides discussed
expanding scholarships and training programs for
Mongolian students and civil servants. [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of Mongolia 4]

In a meeting with her Japanese counterpart Takeshi
Iwaya in Tokyo on March 4, both sides signed a
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) for two grant
aid projects aimed at improving wastewater
infrastructure and air pollution monitoring in
Mongolia.

Under the projects, Japan will supply Mongolia with
wastewater maintenance equipment worth USD 1.8
million and air pollution monitoring stations and
emission measurement devices worth USD 1.85
million. These initiatives are financed through Japan’s
Economic and Social Development Programme, which
provides grants and technical assistance to developing
countries to support their economic and social
infrastructure. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Mongolia
5]

In a separate development, Japan agreed to supply
Mongolia with an air traffic control radar system under
its official security assistance program.

Japanese Ambassador Masaru Igawahara and
Mongolian Defense Minister Sandag Byambatsogt
signed the agreement in Ulaanbaatar at the end of
February. The radar system aims to enhance
Mongolia's airspace management capabilities. [Asia
News]

The agreement follows a December 2024 deal between
Japan and Mongolia on defense equipment transfers,
making Mongolia the sixteenth country to join the
program. (see Asia in Review No. 51, December/2024,
3)

Mongolia, UK hold political dialogue,
deepen economic, political, and climate
cooperation

(fs) British Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for
the Indo-Pacific Catherine West met with Mongolian
Deputy Prime Minister Amarsaikhan Sainbuyan in
London for the 15th UK-Mongolia roundtable on
February 26.

During the meeting, they discussed increasing trade
and investment, climate action, gender equality, and
cooperation in the critical minerals sector.
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The ministers agreed to explore ways to enhance trade
and investment by addressing barriers and simplifying
regulations. They also discussed UK Export Finance’s
potential support for Ulaanbaatar's metro system.

Both parties stressed the urgency of climate action and
reaffirmed their commitments to achieving their
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs). They
welcomed financial support from the NDC Partnership,
including UK funding, to help Mongolia meet its climate
goals. Additionally, they committed to fostering public-
private partnerships to attract investment in
sustainable projects.

The ministers highlighted their commitment to gender
equality and increasing women's political
representation, agreeing to collaborate in international
forums leading up to the 30th anniversary of the
Beijing Declaration on gender equality.

Discussions also focused on Mongolia’s vast mineral
resources. The ministers stressed the need to maintain
high environmental, social, and governance standards
and agreed to collaborate within the framework of the
Memorandum of Understanding on critical minerals.

West reaffirmed the UK's support for English language
education in Mongolia, with plans to expand
partnerships with British companies and improve
access to English instruction, particularly in remote
areas. They also agreed to explore opportunities to
increase higher education scholarships and university
partnerships.

The ministers welcomed growing cultural cooperation,
including the upcoming Arts of the Mongol World
exhibition at the Royal Academy in 2027.

On the sidelines of the roundtable, Amarsaikhan also
met with UK Minister Gareth Thomas, where they
discussed expanding trade and economic cooperation.
[UK Government]

UAE, Bahrain to invest in Mongolia’'s
energy and resource sector

(fs) The United Arab Emirates and Bahrain have agreed
to collaborate on oil, natural gas, and mineral resource
exploration and production in Mongolia, with an initial
investment of USD 500 million.

Additionally, discussions are ongoing for a potential
USD 10 billion renewable energy export project.
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The agreement came after Togmid made an official
visit to Bahrain on February 23 (see Asia in Review No.
8, February/2025, 4).

Growing interest from Gulf countries in Mongolia is
driven by large-scale infrastructure projects proposed
by the joint government, as well as the country’s
political and policy stability, Mongolian First Deputy
Prime Minister Dorjkhand Togmid said. [GoGo]

Mongolia, New Zealand to strengthen
cooperation

(fs) Deputy Prime Minister of New Zealand Winston
Peters met with Mongolian Prime Minister
Luvsannamsrain Oyun-Erdene, Foreign Minister
Batmunkh Battsetseg, and Parliament Chairman
Dashzegve Amarbayasgalan on February 27-28.

Discussions focused on potential New Zealand support
in areas such as sheep shearing, agricultural
management, English language training for officials,
tax policy, and clean drinking water.

Peters also highlighted Mongolia's experience in
attracting investment, developing infrastructure, and
managing natural resources as valuable lessons for
New Zealand.

His visit marked the 50th anniversary of diplomatic
relations between the two countries and was the first
by a New Zealand Foreign Minister since 2013.

Mongolia was the fourth stop on Peters’ overseas tour,
which also included visits to the United Arab Emirates,
Saudi Arabia, and China. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
New Zealand] [iToim]

Myanmar junta threatens to take action
against illegal passport extensions in
South Korea

(hw) The Myanmar embassy in Seoul announced on
February 25 that strict actions would be taken against
individuals who extend their passports through illegal
means, specifically those who do so with
recommendation letters from the National Unity
Government (NUG). The embassy also stated that
South Korea's immigration authorities have been
investigating the authenticity of Myanmar passport
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holders and have contacted the embassy to verify
whether the passports are legitimate.

Following an investigation by South Korean
immigration, the embassy discovered that some
passport holders had extended their passports using
forged stamps. To avoid legal consequences, the
embassy urged Myanmar nationals to renew their
passports through legal channels.

For a brief period last year, the South Korean
government allowed Myanmar nationals to extend
their passports with NUG's recommendations.
However, this policy was revoked on December 18,
2024, due to pressure from the Myanmar junta. [Radio
Free Asia, in Burmese]

20 Japanese nationals missing from scam
compounds on Thailand-Myanmar border

(hw) 20 Japanese nationals, presumed to be trapped in
scam compounds along the Thailand-Myanmar border,
are now reported as missing, with their whereabouts
still unknown. According to a report from Japan Today
on February 26, ten of the missing individuals may be
among those who fled a scam compound near
Myawaddy Township in Myanmar. Japan Today added
that it remains unclear whether these individuals are
victims or actively involved in the scam business.

Thai authorities announced that they had rescued two
Japanese nationals from the scam operation. However,
the Japanese government stated on February 26 that
the Japanese government had no information about
any Japanese nationals being rescued. [Radio Free
Asia, in Burmese]

Malaysia deports hundreds of Myanmar
illegal immigrants

(hw) Malaysia has reportedly deported hundreds of
Myanmar nationals who were living or working illegally
in the country. The report comes from individuals
involved in assisting Myanmar migrant workers, who
stated that the deportations were carried out in
cooperation with the Myanmar embassy in Malaysia.

The main reason for the mass deportations is unlawful
residence, according to Min Htike, Chairman of the
Myanmar Labour Affairs and Refugee Organization.
Min Htike further stated that the deportations took
place on February 27, with some individuals having just
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arrived in Malaysia. The exact number of deportees
remains unspecified.

Malaysian authorities have been rounding up illegal
immigrants, and it is reported that approximately
1,500 Myanmar nationals have been arrested so far.
Most of them hold refugee identification issued by the
UN, but Malaysian authorities have prevented them
from presenting their cases due to the large number of
detainees, which is overwhelming the country's
capacity to process them.

Some individuals were reportedly arrested by the
Myanmar military a week after returning to their
homes. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Justice for Myanmar urges Thailand to
issue arrest warrants for Karen BGF
leaders

(nf) Non-governmental organization (NGO) Justice for
Myanmar (JFM) has urged the Thai government to
issue arrest warrants for three senior leaders of the
Karen Border Guard Force (BGF)—Colonel Saw Chit
Thu, Major Mote Thone, and Colonel Tin Win—for their
alleged roles in transnational crimes such as cyber
scams and human trafficking.

The organization insists that these people, as well as
their families and colleagues, should be held
accountable for their various roles in profiting and
facilitating illicit activities on the Thai Myanmar
frontier. JFM also calls for Thailand to be firm on
Myanmar's military, which it refers to as one of the
prime enablers of cross-border transnational crime in
Thailand.

The call to action includes cutting financial and
logistical aid to the junta and ensuring global
accountability for its atrocities. JFM warns that without
timely intervention, cyber fraud and human trafficking
will persist, compromising regional security and justice
for victims. [Mizzima]

Myanmar's junta leader departs for
Russia

(hw) Myanmar's junta leader Senior-General Min Aung
Hlaing had departed for Russia on March 3. [BBC
News, in Burmese] A few days prior, Myanmar's junta-
controlled television channel, Myanmar Radio and
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Television (MRTV), announced on February 28 that Min
Aung Hlaing, is traveling to Russia at the invitation of
Russian President Vladimir Putin.

The announcement further stated that the trip is a
state-level visit aimed at strengthening bilateral
relations, with Min Aung Hlaing being accompanied by
high-ranking civilian and military officials. During the
visit, Min Aung Hlaing is expected to work on
enhancing Russo-Myanmar strategic cooperation,
particularly in the areas of economics and security.
This will be Min Aung Hlaing's fourth trip to Russia,
with previous visits in 2021 and 2022. [Mizzima, in
Burmese]

Putin and Min Aung Hlaing had previously metin
Vladivostok on September 6, 2022, during the East Asia
Economic Forum. However, reports indicated that the
meeting took place alongside other forum participants,
not in a one-on-one setting. Due to international
sanctions, the junta has sought to strengthen its ties
with China and Russia since the 2021 military coup.
[Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Recently, a Russian minister visited Myanmar to
finalize a memorandum of understanding regarding
potential investments. Meanwhile, Myanmar's junta is
preparing to send workers to Russia, with the first
batch expected to arrive in 2025.

Junta prepares to send workers to Russia

Meanwhile, the junta is preparing to send workers to
Russia. According to Charles Myo Thant, Chairman of
the Overseas Employment Agencies Association, the
first batch of workers is expected to be dispatched in
2025. He specified that while the bilateral
memorandum of understanding (MoU) for the
arrangement is still under preparation, Russia is
expected to recruit workers through demand letters.
The workers will be employed in agriculture,
construction, and production sectors and are expected
to have basic proficiency in Russian. As a result, Russia
has expressed a preference for workers who have
already completed Russian language courses.

According to an unnamed source, out of the 591
foreign employment agencies legally registered in
Myanmar, only two have been authorized to send
workers to Russia. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

National League for Democracy demands
cancellation of Argentine arrest warrant
for Aung San Suu Kyi and Htin Kyaw
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(hw) Myanmar’s National League for Democracy (NLD)
party has requested that the Argentine court
reconsider the arrest warrants for Aung San Suu Kyi
and Htin Kyaw, Myanmar's President from 2016 to
2018, for their involvement in the 2017 Rohingya
genocide. The NLD is appealing for the withdrawal of
the warrants.

On February 13, Argentina issued arrest warrants for
Myanmar’s military leaders and civilian officials,
including the current junta chief, Senior-General Min
Aung Hlaing.

The NLD argued that the military operates
independently of civilian oversight and remains firmly
under the command of the Commander-in-Chief, as
demonstrated by the 2021 coup. While it is true that
Aung San Suu Kyi defended the military in 2019 during
the International Criminal Court (ICC) trial, the NLD
stated that it is incorrect to treat her and Htin Kyaw as
the primary responsible individuals.

The arrest warrant was requested by the Burma
Rohingya Organization UK (BROUK), which later
submitted a petition to have the names of Aung San
Suu Kyi and Htin Kyaw removed due to insufficient
evidence. Despite this petition, their names were
included in the final warrant.

The NLD also announced that it will form a justice
committee to work toward the removal of Aung San
Suu Kyi and Htin Kyaw from the warrant and is ready
to cooperate with other organizations that share the
same goal. [BBC News, in Burmese]

China and Nepal agree to strengthen
ethnic and cultural cooperation

(Im) Nepal and China have signed a memorandum of
understanding (MoU) to enhance cooperation on
ethnic affairs, aiming to promote cultural exchanges,
tourism, governance, and academic collaboration. The
agreement was signed in Kathmandu by Ram Bahadur
Thapa Magar, chairman of Nepal's Indigenous
Nationalities Commission, and Fan Yu, China’s minister
and chairman of the National Ethnic Affairs
Commission.

The MoU seeks to foster exchanges in education, arts,
and youth programs while deepening collaboration in
ethnic governance. Both countries will organize
cultural exhibitions, performances, and forums and
facilitate higher education opportunities for Nepali
students in China. The agreement also encourages
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participation in international conferences related to
ethnic affairs. [The Kathmandu Post]

Former Indian Army chiefs attend Army
Day celebrations in Nepal

(Im) Six former chiefs of the Indian Army arrived in
Nepal on February 25 at the invitation of the Nepali
Army to participate in celebrations for Mahashivaratri -
a major Hindu festival - and the 262nd anniversary of
the Nepali Army. The delegation includes retired
generals Joginder Jaswant Singh, Deepak Kapoor, Vijay
Kumar Singh, Dalbir Singh Suhag, Manoj Mukund
Naravane, and Manoj Pande.

The visit highlights the longstanding military
cooperation between Nepal and India, including the
tradition of conferring honorary general ranks on each
other's army chiefs. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal’'s finance minister urges more
Japanese investment at bilateral summit

(Im) Nepal's Deputy Prime Minister and Finance
Minister Bishnu Prasad Paudel has called on Japanese
companies to expand their investments in Nepal,
emphasizing opportunities in hydropower, tourism,
and manufacturing. Speaking at the Nepal-Japan
Friendship Summit 2025, which began on February 27,
Paudel highlighted government efforts to improve the
investment climate through legal reforms.

The Nepali government introduced six ordinances in
December and January, aiming to create a business-
friendly environment. Paudel underscored Nepal's
commitment to infrastructure development and
regulatory improvements to attract foreign investors.

The Japanese delegation includes representatives from
major firms such as Fujita, BenSys Corporation, Digital
Pilot, Tokyo Marine, and Fourth Valley. The summit
seeks to strengthen Nepal-Japan economic ties and
promote investment opportunities. [The Kathmandu
Post]

NICCI holds 11th annual general meeting
to strengthen Nepal-Italy ties
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(Im) The Nepal-Italy Chamber of Commerce &
Industries (NICCI) held its 11th Annual General Meeting
(AGM) in Kathmandu, emphasizing its efforts to
enhance bilateral trade, tourism, and investment
between Nepal and Italy. NICCI President Sanjay
Agrawal highlighted Italy’s role in Nepal's development,
particularly in post-earthquake reconstruction and
democratic transition. The organization remains
focused on expanding economic cooperation and
promoting Italian tourism in Nepal. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Uncertainty remains over Nepalese
citizen's fate under Hamas captivity

(Im) Nepal's Foreign Minister Arzu Rana Deuba has
stated that the status of Bipin Joshi, a Nepali youth
held captive by Hamas since October 7, 2023, remains
unclear. Speaking upon her return from the 58th
session of the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva,
she reaffirmed Nepal's ongoing diplomatic efforts for
his safe release. Nepal has been lobbying Gulf nations
and other international partners to include Joshi's
name in upcoming hostage release negotiations
between Hamas and Israel.

Joshi was abducted from Alumim Kibbutz in Israel,
where he was participating in an agricultural study
program. The attack by Hamas that day killed over
1,000 people, including 10 Nepalis. Since then, many
hostages have been released, but 94 individuals,
including Joshi, remain in captivity. [The Kathmandu
Post]

North Korea: Kim Jong-un deploys 1,000
more troops to Russia

(kp/mm) South Korean National Intelligence Service
(NIS) has detected signs that North Korea dispatched
over 1,000 additional troops to Russia since the start of
2025, continuing its support for Moscow's war against
Ukraine. Intelligence officials believe the deployment
of extra troops comes after Russian forces suffered
heavy casualties in Kursk, Russia’s western border
area. [Yonhap News Agency 1]

The South Korean unification ministry reported that
Kim Jong-un has designated this year as “a year of
training” required for modern warfare, indicating there
will be a possible increase in North Korean military
activities. Previously, on February 26, North Korean


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-klj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-klj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-klt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-klt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-kli/

leader Kim Jong-un had emphasized the need for
soldiers to gain battlefield experience during a visit to
Kang Kon military academy in Pyongyang. According to
the Korean Central New Agency Kim referred to
current international conflict during the inspection,
stating that it requires the North Korean military to
“perfectly cope with war” and ensure that all trainee
soldiers “learn about actual experiences of warfare”.
This was Kim's second consecutive visit to a military
education institution this week, as the North Korean
leader has spent time reinforcing the importance of
intensifying military practice-centered education. [The
Korea Herald 1] [The Korea Herald 2]

Since October 2024, it is alleged that North Korea has
sent a vast number of weapons and approximately
11,000 soldiers to Russia, primarily to the frontline of
the Kursk region. While North Korean soldiers are
known for their discipline, their lack of modern combat
experience has made them vulnerable to drone and
artillery attacks. Ukrainian President Vladimir Zelensky
estimated that of these troops, 4,000 have been killed
or wounded since their deployment. After a temporary
pause in deployments, the new batch of North Korean
troops were dispatched to Russia in early February.

Military officials noted that preparations are underway
for further troop deployments, though the exact
timeline remains unclear. The additional troops’ exact
locations also remain unknown after their departure
from North Korea's northeastern port of Chongjin and
the nearby area of Najin, which have previously served
as major transport hubs for supplies and personnel
shipped to Russia.

The South Korean Ministry of National Defense has not
officially confirmed the latest troop movements but
stated that it continues to closely monitor North
Korean military activities, particularly the potential for
further reinforcements in the coming months. [The
Independent][Yonhap News Agency 2]

Russia and North Korea's military cooperation started
last year after forging a mutual defense treaty. Last
week the two countries reaffirmed bilateral
cooperation after a high-ranking North Korean
delegation visited Moscow, signing a protocol to
expand cooperation between the parties. [The Korea
Times]

During the visit, Russian President Vladimir Putin met
with the head of the delegation, Ri Hi Yong Ri, a
Politburo member and secretary of the Workers' Party
of Korea (WPK), also chairs the party's Central
Inspection Commission. Putin expressed gratitude for
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North Korea’s support of Russia, highlighting
deepening bilateral cooperation. [Reuters]

North Korean defense minister among
senior officials targeted by UK sanctions

(dqgl) Britain has imposed sanctions on senior North
Korean officials linked to Pyongyang's support for
Russia’s war in Ukraine. The move is part of the U.K.'s
largest sanctions package against Russian individuals
and institutions since the early stages of the conflict.
[Government, UK]

The British Foreign Office announced the sanctions on
five North Korean defense officials, including Defence
Minister No Kwang Chol, Kim Yong Bok, Ri Song Jin, Ri
Chang Ho, and Sin Kum Chol, along with 102 other
individuals and entities. The announcement coincided
with the third anniversary of Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine.

Kim Yong Bok, deputy chief of staff of the Korean
People’'s Army, reportedly traveled to Russia in October
to oversee North Korean troops assisting Moscow. No
Kwang Chol, reinstated as defense minister in October,
has strengthened military ties with Russia, while Ri
Song Jin, a leading missile engineer, has frequently
appeared alongside Kim Jong Un at military sites. Ri
Chang Ho heads the U.S.-sanctioned Reconnaissance
General Bureau, North Korea's top military intelligence
agency, and Sin Kum Chol directs the Operations
Bureau of the Korean People’s Army General Staff.
[Radio Free Asia]

Pakistan to send first astronaut to China
Space Station

(afk) Pakistan and China have deepened their space
partnership with a historic deal that would allow
Pakistan's first astronaut to travel to the China Space
Station (CSS). The Space & Upper Atmosphere
Research Commission (SUPARCO) and the China
Manned Space Agency (CMSA) have signed an
agreement that would see two Pakistani astronauts
train in China, with one selected as a scientific payload
expert. [The News International]

Two Pakistani astronauts will train at the Astronaut
Centre of China under the new deal, and one of them
will be chosen to serve as a scientific payload specialist
aboard the space station. The selection process is
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anticipated to be finished by 2026, and the selected
astronaut will shortly embark on a mission. [The
Express Tribune]

Pakistan's space program has advanced rapidly,
including involvement in lunar exploration. China
previously launched Pakistan's first lunar satellite,
ICUBE-Q, in 2024 as part of the Chang'e 6 mission.
Pakistan has also joined with China on a projected
lunar expedition, with its first lunar rover scheduled to
accompany the Chang'e 8 mission in 2028. SUPARCO's
rover will land near the lunar south pole to undertake
surface mapping, soil analysis, and radiation
investigations in partnership with Chinese and
European experts. [Arab News]

Hong Kong's Hutchison Ports to invest
USD 1 billion in Pakistan’s port
infrastructure

(mra) Hong Kong-based Hutchison Ports will invest
USD 1 billion to modernize Pakistan’s port
infrastructure, including upgrades to the Karachi
International Container Terminal (HPKICT) and the
development of a 52-hectare logistics park. The
investment will enhance automation, logistics
connectivity, and cargo efficiency, introducing remote
quay cranes, electric trucks, and digitized gate
operations.

The initiative also includes training programs for
maritime professionals and is expected to generate
USD 4 billion in revenue over 25 years through
royalties, rent, and tax contributions. Pakistan’s
Finance Minister Muhammad Aurangzeb welcomed
the investment, emphasizing its role in boosting trade
and economic growth. [Arab News]

Japan and Pakistan strengthen
counterterrorism cooperation

(afk) Pakistan and Japan held the 4th Round of
Counter-Terrorism Consultations in Tokyo on February
26, focusing on technology-based security solutions,
capacity-building initiatives, and intelligence-sharing.
Both sides assessed evolving threats at national and
regional levels and reaffirmed their commitment to
combating terrorism in all forms.

Pakistan highlighted policy measures on countering
terrorism financing, dismantling militant networks, and
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enhancing border security, while Japan explored areas
for greater bilateral cooperation. Despite not facing
major militant threats domestically, Japan has security
concerns abroad, including the April 2024 suicide
bombing targeting Japanese autoworkers in Karachi.

Beyond security, Japan remains a key development
partner for Pakistan, providing loans, grants, and
technical assistance for infrastructure and social
projects. Trade and investment continue to be a
cornerstone of their relationship. [Arab News] [Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, Pakistan]

Pakistan and South Korea to strengthen
economic ties

(afk) According to Korea's Ambassador Park Ki Jun,
negotiations for the Korea-Pakistan Economic
Partnership Agreement (EPA) are anticipated to start
this year. He stressed the need to venture beyond
friendship in order to establish a mutually beneficial
business collaboration while speaking at the Karachi
Chamber of Commerce & Industry (KCCI). He
emphasized the importance of Korea's technological
expertise and Pakistan's abundant resources for
further cooperation.

Assuring that the Korean Embassy would promote
economic interactions, Jun urged Pakistani companies
to explore opportunities in Korea. Given that Karachi
handles 90 percent of Pakistan's freight shipments and
has a sophisticated industrial base, its strategic
significance was underlined. There are now eight
Korean businesses in Karachi and there is a potential
for more investments.

He praised Pakistan's recent economic improvements,
including a notable increase in foreign direct
investment, higher foreign reserves, and lower
inflation. As a result of growing economic relations,
bilateral trade between the two nations increased by
27 percent in the first half of last year.

Welcoming Pakistan'’s five-year economic development
plan, Uraan Pakistan, Jun expressed confidence that its
focus on exports, digital transformation, and
infrastructure would attract Korean investment. He
reiterated Korea's determination to work strategically
with Pakistan to promote its long-term economic
development. [The Express Tribune] [Business
Recorder]
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Pakistan seeks to strengthen trade ties
with Italy and Malta

(sn/afk) Pakistan is actively seeking to enhance trade
and investment ties with Malta and Italy, focusing on
key sectors such as pharmaceuticals, textiles,
electronics, agriculture, defense, and higher education.
These efforts come as part of Pakistan’'s broader
economic diplomacy strategy to strengthen
partnerships with European nations and expand its
export markets. The European Union (EU) remains a
vital trading partner for Pakistan, accounting for 14
percent of total Pakistani trade and 28 percent of its
exports.

During the sixth round of Pakistan-Italy Bilateral
Political Consultations (BPC), foreign secretaries from
both countries underscored the potential for increased
cooperation in defense, economy, higher education,
and agriculture. While no formal agreements were
signed, the discussions signaled Pakistan's interest in
deepening trade relations with Italy. [Arab News]

Similarly, Pakistan’s Honorary Investment Counsellor
to Malta, Ziaul Noor, has urged Pakistani exporters to
explore opportunities in Malta, particularly in
pharmaceuticals, organic chemicals, textiles, ceramics,
electronics, and food products. Despite a 28.35
percent increase in exports, reaching USD 5.07 million
in 2023, Pakistan’s trade volume with Malta remains
significantly lower than India’s USD 287.09 million in
exports during the same period.

To facilitate trade, Pakistan has established a
dedicated trade center in Malta and is planning a
single-country trade expo to connect Pakistani
exporters with European buyers. Noor also highlighted
Malta’s role as a gateway to European markets and
suggested setting up warehousing facilities to expedite
distribution across the EU. [The Express Tribune]

Pakistan and Russia expand cooperation
in counterterrorism, trade, and industrial
development

(afk/Im) Pakistan and Russia have agreed to strengthen
bilateral ties by activating a counterterrorism dialogue,
expanding trade, and exploring industrial cooperation,
including the revival of Pakistan Steel Mills. These
developments follow a series of high-level meetings
and a visit by a Russian trade delegation to Islamabad.
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During a meeting between Pakistan’s Interior Minister
Mohsin Naqgvi and Russian Ambassador Albert P.
Khorev, the two sides agreed to launch a structured
counterterrorism dialogue and enhance cooperation in
anti-narcotics efforts. Pakistani officers have been
invited to anti-narcotics training programs in Moscow
and Siberia, reflecting growing security collaboration
between the two nations. Pakistan's interior minister
emphasized that terrorism is a global challenge that
requires collective action. [The Nation 1]

Simultaneously, a Russian delegation led by First
Deputy Minister for Energy Pavel Sorokin visited
Pakistan to discuss economic cooperation, particularly
in the energy and industrial sectors. Russia and
Pakistan have strengthened ties in recent years, with
Islamabad purchasing discounted Russian crude oil
and receiving its first liquefied petroleum gas (LPG)
shipment from Moscow in 2023. Discussions also
covered potential Russian investment in the
modernization of Pakistan Steel Mills, a loss-making
state-owned enterprise that Pakistan has been seeking
to privatize under an IMF-backed reform plan. [Arab
News]

In recent developments, Pakistan Steel Mills, struggling
with financial losses and inefficiency, dismissed 1,350
employees on February 25, 2025, as part of efforts to
reduce the financial burden on the government. This
action follows ongoing efforts by a committee formed
in 2024 to explore the best approach for the steel mill's
future, including privatization or collaboration with the
private sector. Pakistan Steel Mills has reported
approximately USD 800 million in losses since its
establishment in 2008, and the facility has not
produced steel since 2015. [The Express Tribune] [The
Nation 2]

In response to the layoffs, Shamsur Rehman Swati,
President of the National Labour Federation,
condemned the decision and pointed out that over
5,500 workers had lost their jobs in the past. Swati
blamed the government for failing to address the
challenges facing Pakistan Steel Mills and criticized
their broken promises to continue operations without
layoffs. [The News International]

Pakistan and UK strengthen energy
cooperation amid power sector reforms

(mra) Pakistan and the United Kingdom are enhancing
bilateral cooperation in the energy sector, focusing on
efficiency improvements, cost reduction, and
privatization. During a meeting between British High
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Commissioner Jane Marriott and Pakistan’s Federal
Minister for Power Sardar Awais Ahmed Khan Leghari,
discussions centered on Pakistan's energy sector
reforms and the ongoing privatization of electricity
distribution companies.

Leghari outlined government initiatives to enhance
efficiency in power generation and distribution, while
also aiming to reduce electricity costs for domestic and
industrial consumers. In response, Marriott
commended Pakistan's energy sector reforms and
reaffirmed the UK's commitment to supporting
Pakistan in advancing energy sector improvements.
[The Express Tribune]

Pakistan and UAE strengthen economic,
defense ties

(Im/afk) Pakistan and the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
have reinforced their economic and defense relations
through high-level agreements and military
cooperation. During Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh
Khaled bin Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan's visit to
Islamabad, both countries signed agreements in
mining, railways, banking, and infrastructure
development.

The UAE, Pakistan'’s third-largest trading partner after
China and the United States, has invested over USD 10
billion in the country over the past two decades. The
latest agreements underscore the UAE's growing
economic footprint in Pakistan, particularly in large-
scale infrastructure and economic projects.

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif highlighted the strategic
importance of these investments, including the
Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan Railway Line, which is
expected to benefit ports in Gwadar and Abu Dhabi.
The visit comes as Pakistan seeks to attract foreign
investment while navigating an economic recovery
backed by a USD 7 billion International Monetary Fund
(IMF) bailout. The UAE has already signed over USD 3
billion in agreements with Pakistan in recent years for
cooperation in economic zones, railways, and
infrastructure. Experts have pointed to opportunities
for further collaboration in agriculture, mining, oil
exploration, and tourism. [Arab News 1] [Pakistan
Observer] [The News International]

Pakistan also demonstrated its strong defense ties
with the UAE through the participation of its warship,
PNS Yarmook, in the International Defense Exhibition
(IDEX) and Naval Defense Exhibition (NAVDEX) held in
Abu Dhabi from February 21-25. During its visit, PNS
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Yarmook conducted a passage exercise with the UAE
Navy Ship Al-Emarat, reflecting Pakistan’s ongoing
commitment to regional security and naval
cooperation. [Arab News 2]

Pakistan and Uzbekistan establish USD 1
billion trade target

(sn) Pakistan and Uzbekistan have established a
bilateral trade target of USD 1 billion as Pakistan
continues to seek ways to stimulate its economy. The
news follows Pakistani Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif's
visit to Uzbekistan last month, where the nations
discussed strengthening ties in defense, energy, trade,
and regional connectivity.

Pakistan confirmed that markets in the food, textile,
and electrical product industries are likely to see
increased imports and exports and improved cargo
routes for more efficient trading. Officials stated that
Pakistan has the potential to explore other key
markets in Uzbekistan, including construction minerals
and information technology sectors, though no
specifics were provided.

Uzbekistan's interest is believed to be in increasing its
volume of agricultural exports, particularly through
fruits and vegetables, grains, and textile products. In
February 2023, the nations signed a USD 1 billion trade
agreement, to increase the exchange of goods and
services. The newly established agreement is another
signal of the strengthening ties between Pakistan and
Uzbekistan. [Arab News]

Joho Bahru-Singapore RTS Link systems 50
percent complete, track installation to
finish by July

(vsq) The Johor Bahru-Singapore Rapid Transit System
(RTS) Link, a 4-kilometer cross-border rail project, is
now 50 percent complete, with track installation on
schedule for July. System integration and testing will
peak in late 2026, ahead of the planned passenger
service launch by year-end. The RTS Link will carry up
to 10,000 passengers per hour in each direction using
eight four-car trains from China’'s CRRC Zhuzhou
Locomotive. [The Straits Times]
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Singapore works with Rwanda and Ghana
to build Africa’s first digital payment
infrastructure

(rt) Singapore is partnering with Rwanda and Ghana to
develop Africa’s first continent-wide digital payments
infrastructure, announced Minister of State for Trade
and Industry Alvin Tan in Kigali, Rwanda. This initiative
aims to provide Singaporean companies with
increased access to African business opportunities and
meet the growing demand for African investments.
Local payment providers will collaborate with the
central banks of Rwanda and Ghana.

The project is being led by the Global Finance and
Technology Network, established by the Monetary
Authority of Singapore. In addition to boosting the
FinTech sectors in Singapore, Rwanda, and Ghana, the
partnership seeks to integrate Singapore into the
rapidly expanding economies of African countries.
[Channel NewsAsia]

Chinese ambassador warns of growing
anti-China sentiment in South Korea

(kp) Chinese Ambassador to South Korea Dai Bing has
voiced concerns over the rise of anti-China protests
and allegations of election interference, warning that
these developments could seriously harm diplomatic
relations between the two nations.

At a roundtable discussion in Seoul, Dai cautioned that
even if the anti-China movement represents a small
minority, its influence is disproportionately destructive
to diplomacy. He claimed that the increasing escalation
of the movement could undermine recent efforts to
improve bilateral relations between Beijing and Seoul,
which fell to an all-time low in mid-2024.

Dai's comments follow an intensifying wave of anti-
China protests, which particularly attracted far-right
supporters of President Yoon Suk Yeol from
observations earlier this February. Demonstrators
have gathered weekly outside the Chinese Embassy in
Myeongdong to blame China for alleged election
interference and chant slogans such as “No China” and
“Stop the Steal.” Dai specifically condemned an
incident on February 14, when a Yoon supporter
dressed as Captain America attempted to break into
the Chinese Embassy, calling it a “malicious diplomatic
incident.” He warned that China would take
appropriate measures if such acts crossed into
diplomatic violations. [The Korea Times 1]
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Anti-China rhetoric has increasingly been used as a
political tool among South Korea's far-right
conservatives. Some figures within the ruling People
Power Party (PPP), such as policymaker Kim Min-jeon,
have also intentionally fueled conspiracy theories
linking China to election fraud, despite the claims being
dismissed as false by the National Election
Commission.

Yoon himself first referenced China during a national
address in December explaining the motives for
imposing martial law, in which he alleged that Chinese
nationals had been caught using drones to spy on U.S.
and South Korean military facilities. During his
impeachment trial, his legal team also cited unverified
reports claiming Chinese hackers interfered in South
Korea's electoral process.

Experts suggest that, as traditional anti-North Korea
narratives lose effectiveness, conservative factions
have shifted their focus to China as a unifying
ideological target. Some scholars warn that this trend
not only deepens diplomatic tensions but also poses
risks to Chinese nationals living in South Korea, who
may face heightened discrimination and safety
concerns. In response to the rising hostility, the
Chinese Embassy in Seoul reiterated Beijing's policy of
noninterference and urged South Korea to protect the
legal rights of Chinese residents and visitors. [The
Korea Times 1][The Straits Times]

While Dai acknowledged that high-level diplomacy
remains crucial to improving China-South Korea
relations, he stressed that a more favorable public
atmosphere is necessary for meaningful engagement.
He suggested that progress in economic and cultural
exchanges between the two countries by prioritizing
shared interests and goals could help counteract
negative perceptions circulating among the public.

Dai also hinted at a possible visit by Chinese President
Xi Jinping to South Korea later this year during the
APEC summit in Gyeongju but emphasized that such a
visit would require a stable and cooperative bilateral
environment. As tensions continue to rise, both
governments face the challenge of managing public
sentiment while maintaining diplomatic engagement.
[The Korea Herald][The Korea Times 2]

South Korea, Philippines advance energy
cooperation

(dgl) South Korea and the Philippines are deepening
energy cooperation with the official launched of the
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2024/25 Knowledge Sharing Program (KSP), a bilateral
initiative aimed at building a more sustainable energy
system. The program is led by the Philippine
Department of Energy (DOE) and supported by key
Korean institutions, including the Korea Energy
Economics Institute (KEEI) and Korea Hydro & Nuclear
Power (KHNP).

The KSP focuses on renewable energy, smart grid
integration, battery storage, and nuclear energy
development, building on discussions between the two
governments in August 2024. It aims to facilitate
knowledge-sharing and expertise exchange,
particularly in areas such as electric vehicle (EV)
integration, grid modernization, and clean energy
development. [Philippine Information Agency]
[Solarquarter]

South Korea seeks exemption from U.S.
tariffs

(fn) South Korea's Industry Minister, Ahn Duk-geun,
visited Washington to seek an exemption from U.S.
tariffs on steel and aluminum that the Trump
administration imposed. During his visit, Ahn held
meetings with U.S. officials, including Commerce
Secretary Howard Lutnick, Interior Secretary Doug
Burgum, and U.S. Trade Representative Jamieson
Greer, to discuss potential tariff exemptions and to
explore ways to strengthen cooperation in industries
such as shipbuilding and advanced technologies.

The U.S. plans to implement a 25 percent global tariff
on steel and aluminum, which will affect South Korea,
despite the U.S.-South Korea Free Trade Agreement
(FTA) which generally allows tariff-free trade for most
goods.

These discussions represented the first ministerial-
level trade negotiations between the U.S. and South
Korea during President Trump's second term. South
Korea raised concerns regarding the economic effects
of these tariffs and sought a working-level channel to
address tariff-related issues and seek greater
collaboration, particularly in the shipbuilding industry.

Moreover, South Korea's acting president and finance
minister appealed to U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott
Bessent to take into account South Korea's
contributions to the U.S. economy in policy making
decisions related to trade. [Reuters]
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South Korea and US conducts joint
reconnaissance drills

(kp) South Korean and U.S. Marines have begun a joint
reconnaissance exercise in northern South Korea. As
part of efforts to strengthen their combined
operational capabilities, the 10-day drills, which started
on February 28, are taking place in Paju and
Dongducheon, near the border with North Korea.
Around 70 Marines from both countries’ special
reconnaissance units are participating in the training,
which includes close-quarters combat, sniper training,
and reconnaissance operations. The exercise is part of
the Korea Marine Exercise Program, with South Korea's
Marine Corps planning additional drills involving other
specialized units throughout the year.

These drills come ahead of the annual Freedom Shield
exercises, which South Korea and the U.S. are set to
conduct from March 4 to March 14. The large-scale
military training will focus on deterring potential
nuclear threats from North Korea and come at a time
of high tension in the region. The upcoming drills also
hold added significance as they will be the first to
occur since Pyongyang abandoned a 2018 inter-Korean
military agreement in November 2023. The exercises
reflect ongoing efforts by Seoul and Washington to
maintain defense readiness in the face of North
Korea's continued missile and weapons development.
[Yonhap News Agency 1][Reuters]

While the uptick in South Korea-US military drills in
February has warranted a reaction from North Korea
via the Korean Central News Agency, the arrival of the
US aircraft carrier (see article below) has garnered a
strong response from North Korean leader Kim Jong-
un’s sister, Kim Yo-jong. Kim issued a statement
condemning the arrival of the USS Carl Vinson in the
South Korean port city of Busan. She characterized the
deployment as an attempt to pressure Pyongyang,
warning that North Korea may "renew its records in
the exercise of strategic deterrence" in response. Kim
further accused Washington of pursuing a "hostile and
confrontational" policy, justifying Pyongyang's
continued efforts to expand its nuclear arsenal. [KCNA]

Both South Korea's unification ministry and defense
ministry criticized Kim’s remarks as an attempt to shift
blame and justify North Korea's military provocations.
They retorted that joint military exercises are defensive
in nature and necessary to maintain readiness against
Pyongyang's growing nuclear missile threats. With
tensions escalating, the latest drills serve as a
demonstration of Seoul and Washington’s continued
commitment to regional security. [Yonhap News
Agency 2]
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U.S. aircraft carrier arrives in South Korea

(fn) The U.S. aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson arrived in
Busan, South Korea, on March 2 as a display of military
strength against North Korea. This marks the first time
a U.S. aircraft carrier has arrived in South Korea since
President Donald Trump began his second term. The
purpose of the visit is to reaffirm the U.S.'s dedication
to extended deterrence and military readiness through
its alliance with South Korea.

In addition to the USS Carl Vinson, the USS Princeton
and USS Sterett also arrived, highlighting the
strengthen of the military partnership. Rear Admiral
Michael S. Wosje emphasized the significance of joint
training and operations between U.S. and South
Korean forces.

This visit occurs amid heightened tensions, with North
Korea carrying out missile tests and enhancing its
nuclear capabilities. The deployment of U.S. military
resources in the region serves as a counter to these
threats and a reinforcement of the military alliance
between the two countries. [Reuters]

Canadian ambassador emphasizes robust
cultural and economic connections with
South Korea

(fn) Canadian Ambassador to South Korea, Tamara
Mawhinney, emphasized the growing cultural and
economic ties between South Korea and Canada
during a special reception for journalists in Seoul.

Mawhinney highlighted the action plan associated with
the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership and the
mutual Indo-Pacific strategies as essential frameworks
for future cooperation. She also spoke about the
economic impacts of the Canada-Korea Free Trade
Agreement, marking its 10th anniversary and has
greatly boosted trade between the two nations.

Looking ahead, Mawhinney pointed to upcoming
international forums, including APEC and the G7,
where both countries will play key roles, with shared
priorities in areas such as economic security, clean
energy, artificial intelligence, and the digital economy.
[The Korea Times]
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South Korea and Montenegro to enhance
economic cooperation with new pact next
month

(fn) South Korea and Montenegro are set to enforce a
bilateral economic cooperation pact beginning in
March. The agreement is designed to enhance
collaboration in areas such as energy, tourism, and
investment. To ensure effective implementation, both
countries will create a joint committee.

This pact is anticipated to assist South Korean
businesses in entering the Montenegrin market and
contribute to reducing the trade imbalance between
the two countries.

South Korea has signed similar economic cooperation
agreement with 98 other countries, further broadening
its global economic partnerships. [The Korea Times]

Sri Lanka open to renegotiating Adani
wind power project as opposition
criticizes withdrawal

(sl/lm) The Sri Lankan government has stated it
remains open to renegotiating tariff rates for the USD
442 million Adani Green Energy wind power project in
Mannar, despite Adani's announcement of withdrawal.
The Energy Ministry has requested the company to
confirm its position in writing within two weeks.

Signed under interim President Ranil Wickremesinghe
in May 2024, the project involved constructing 484MW
renewable energy wind farms in Mannar and
Pooneryn, with plans to supply both the local grid and
export electricity to India. However, President Anura
Kumara Dissanayake’s administration objected to the
initially quoted tariff of USD 0.08 per unit and
demanded a lower rate. The Cabinet has since
approved a committee to renegotiate the pricing.
[Daily Mirror 1]

Amid these developments, opposition MP and Tamil
Progressive Alliance (TPA) leader Mano Ganesan
criticized the government during a parliamentary
debate, arguing that Adani's withdrawal sends a
negative signal to international investors. He stated
that the project's export potential could have
generated significant revenue for Sri Lanka, but
mismanagement has now deterred investment.

Ganesan also questioned the results of President
Dissanayake’s recent visit to the UAE, asking whether
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any concrete investment deals had been secured. He
warned that Sri Lanka's foreign direct investment (FDI)
prospects rely heavily on partnerships with Indian
stakeholders and suggested that investors from the
Middle East or Europe are unlikely to bypass India
when considering projects in Sri Lanka. [Daily Mirror 2]

Despite the withdrawal from the wind power project,
Adani Green Energy has expressed interest in future
collaboration with Sri Lanka. The company is also
involved in a USD 700 million West Container Terminal
project at Colombo Port, though the U.S. International
Development Finance Corporation, which had initially
pledged USD 553 million for the terminal, later
withdrew its funding.

India continues close ties with former Sri
Lankan President Wickremesinghe,
supports UN candidacy

(sl) India maintains a close and strategic relationship
with former Sri Lankan President Ranil
Wickremesinghe, underscored by his participation in
high-profile diplomatic engagements and India's active
support for his candidacy for a top UN position.

Wickremesinghe was recently invited to speak at the
NXT 2025 Conclave in New Delhi, where he outlined
India’s potential to become a global superpower by
2050, emphasizing the country’s growing economic
influence and its impact on neighboring nations,
including Sri Lanka. He advocated for stronger regional
trade and economic integration, particularly within
South Asia, and urged a reassessment of the region’s
identity to overcome political divisions. He proposed a
broader vision of "Greater South Asia," integrating
nations from the Indo-Gangetic Plain to the Indian
Ocean islands, calling for a unified economic approach
to ensure prosperity for Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka,
and others.

Wickremesinghe also underscored the need to
redefine South Asia’s political landscape and shift away
from externally imposed terms, stressing the
importance of stronger economic ties with Southeast
Asia. He warned against protectionist policies and
highlighted India’s growing role in global supply chains,
particularly as trade relations with ASEAN are expected
to tilt in India’s favor, surpassing China in the coming
decades. [adaderana.lk]

In addition to this engagement, India has launched a
diplomatic initiative to back Wickremesinghe for the
presidency of the UN General Assembly, a key position


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-kij/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stuqx-l-kit/

that would elevate his influence on the global stage.
This move is part of India’s broader strategy to
strengthen its role in global governance and push for
its rightful place as a permanent member of the UN
Security Council. Wickremesinghe, with his extensive
diplomatic experience, has been an advocate for
India’s inclusion within the UN system. [Sri Lankan
Guardian]

Japan invites Sri Lankan President
Dissanayake for official visit

(db) Japan has officially invited Sri Lankan President
Anura Kumara Dissanayake for a state visit, with
Japanese Ambassador Akio Isomata extending the
invitation during a February 27 meeting at the
President’s Office. The discussions focused on
enhancing bilateral relations, with Japan expressing
strong interest in deepening security cooperation and
economic investment in Sri Lanka.

Ambassador Isomata praised Sri Lanka's new policy
direction and confirmed that Japan seeks to strengthen
collaboration across multiple sectors, particularly in
economic development and defense. A key proposal
was Sri Lanka’s potential inclusion in Japan's new
Security Cooperation Assistance Program, designed to
bolster regional safety in the Asia-Pacific.

Additionally, both sides deliberated on an initiative
involving Japan, South Africa, and Switzerland aimed at
fostering national reconciliation in Sri Lanka’s Northern
Province, which was heavily affected by the civil war
between 1983 and 2009. Japan reaffirmed its
commitment to supporting these peace efforts.

The current and future status of Japanese investments
in Sri Lanka was another major focus, with discussions
covering the digital economy, port and aviation
development, and infrastructure projects. Japan
pledged support for Sri Lanka's Digital Transformation
Programme, with plans to invest in airport
construction, harbor upgrades, and digitalization
efforts. [Daily News] [Lanka News Web] [Daily Mirror]

Singapore refuses to extradite former Sri
Lankan central bank governor

(sl) Singapore has refused to extradite Arjuna
Mahendran, the former Governor of the Central Bank
of Sri Lanka (CBSL), despite his alleged involvement in
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the 2015 Treasury bond scams. Although
Commonwealth agreements provide for the
extradition of fugitive criminals between Sri Lanka and
Singapore as Commonwealth countries, Singaporean
authorities have indicated that Mahendran, a
Singaporean national of Sri Lankan origin, cannot be
extradited due to legal constraints. [The Morning 1]
[Daily Mirror]

Mahendran, who served as the CBSL Governor, is
accused of causing a loss of LKR 10 billion (USD 32
million) in the bond scam. The scandal began on
February 27, 2015, when the CBSL, under Mahendran's
leadership, announced the sale of LKR 1 billion (USD
3.2 million) worth of 30-year government bonds at a
12.5% coupon rate. However, the auction saw bids
totaling LKR 10 billion (USD 32 million), ten times the
initial amount, with Perpetual Treasuries Ltd. (PTL),
owned by Mahendran'’s son-in-law Arjun Aloysius,
being one of the main beneficiaries. The transaction
raised concerns over conflicts of interest and unethical
practices, as investigations revealed several
irregularities. [The Morning 2]

In 2024, a Colombo court issued an arrest warrant for
Mahendran via Interpol in connection with the bond
scam. The newly elected President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake made it a priority to bring Mahendran
back to Sri Lanka, and following the election, a judicial
investigation was launched by the Ministry of Public
Security, taking into account the findings of the
Presidential Commission of Inquiry and the
Parliamentary Select Committee. [Daily Mirror]

Taiwan reports un-announced Chinese
military drills

(ce) On the morning of February 26, a surge of tension
gripped Taiwan as China's military abruptly declared a
live-fire exercise zone off the island's southern coast.
This unannounced drill, involving joint air and sea
forces, immediately triggered a strong response from
Taiwan's Ministry of National Defense (MND).

The MND monitors detected 32 Chinese military
aircraft maneuvering near Taiwan. A significant 22 of
these aircraft crossed the sensitive Taiwan Strait
median line, entering Taiwan's Air Defense
Identification Zone (ADIZ) and engaging in coordinated
actions with PLA naval vessels. Taiwan swiftly
condemned China's actions as a “blatant violation of
international norms,” highlighting the unannounced
exercise zone a mere 40 nautical miles off the coasts of
Kaohsiung and Pingtung, deeming it a 'blatant
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provocation' that endangered international air and
maritime navigation. [Taiwan News 1] [Ministry of
Defense, Taiwan]

Meanwhile, a US-based consultant has highlighted a
significant rise in Chinese military aircraft incursions
into Taiwan's air defense identification zone (ADIZ) in
early 2025, claiming that these incursions had
increased fourfold, from 154 in the first two months of
2024 to 610 in 2025, a 296 percent jump. The total
number of Chinese military aircraft detected around
Taiwan rose by 39 percent, reaching 820, while PLA
Navy ship sightings increased by 40 percent, from 299
to 419.

In February 2025, 480 PLA sorties were detected
around Taiwan, an 84 percent increase from February
2024, with 362 entering the ADIZ. Notably, joint air-sea
combat readiness patrols quintupled, and PLA Navy
ship detections rose by 42 percent. Other significant
PLA activities in February included the establishment
of an unannounced live-fire zone off Kaohsiung, the
suspected cutting of Taiwan-Penghu No. 3 undersea
cable, and multiple Chinese coast guard incursions
near Kinmen. [lan Ellis, X]

On February 25, former US Office of Naval Intelligence
Commander Rear Admiral Mike Studeman warned that
the PLA has developed a "formidable capability" and is
preparing for potential military action. He indicated
that PLA forces could seize one of Taiwan's outer
islands or initiate a blockade within 48 hours.
Studeman described the PLA as being on a "war
footing," with constant training and a military buildup
that currently outmatches US assets in terms of scale.
[Taiwan News 2]

Amidst this increased military activity, the spotlight
also fell on a critical defense initiative of Taiwan: the
Hai Kun (Narwhal) submarine program. Taiwan's drive
to bolster its undersea defenses reaches a critical
juncture this April, as the domestically built Hai Kun
commences vital sea acceptance testing (SAT). [Army
Recognition]

The Hai Kun project, a NTD 26 billion (USD 792.6
million) investment, is under intense scrutiny. It is
designed for shallow-water operations and includes
advanced features such as a diesel-electric power
system, Lockheed Martin combat systems, and the
ability to deploy US-made MK-48 torpedoes.

Crucially, the program faces financial hurdles.
Opposition lawmakers have implemented a freeze on a
significant portion of the project's funding, demanding
that the Hai Kun first successfully complete its SAT.
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This reflects concerns over the program's progress and
the necessity of ensuring the submarine meets its
operational requirements. Despite earlier reports of
technical challenges during harbor acceptance tests
(HAT), the defense ministry has reaffirmed the SAT's
scheduled start. The testing phase will include live-fire
torpedo trials, weapons and sonar evaluations, and
combat readiness assessments, aiming for completion
by October and delivery in November.

Taiwan's cabinet approved a NTD 284 billion project to
build seven more submarines by 2038, though
opposition lawmakers have raised concerns over
progress, freezing part of the funding until the
prototype completes SAT. [SCMP]

Taiwan: Standing firm against China’s
claims of inevitability

(ce) Taiwan's defense ministry has issued a sharp and
resolute response to China's escalating rhetoric,
invoking the lessons of history to reaffirm its stance
against Beijing's growing threats. As China continues to
claim that Taiwan's reunification is inevitable, Taiwan
has firmly rejected such assertions, stating that
aggression and expansion are doomed to fail.

The latest military drills by China near Taiwan—
deemed by Beijing as "routine"—and its belittling of
Taiwan's own military exercises as a futile "mantis
trying to stop a chariot" have provoked a fierce retort.
Taiwan's defense ministry has condemned China as
the "biggest troublemaker" in the international arena,
accusing Beijing of destabilizing the region. [AP News]

"In marking the 80th anniversary of the end of World
War Il, history itself stands as a warning against
aggression," the ministry declared on February 28.
"The actions of China’s military are reminiscent of the
fatal mistakes made by past invaders, setting them on
a path toward their own defeat. [Reuters]

Taiwan accuses China of using criminal
groups to undermine Palau ties

(ce) Taiwan has lodged a strong condemnation against
China, accusing it of deploying criminal organizations
to undermine its diplomatic alliance with Palau, a
strategically significant Pacific nation. This accusation
stems from a recent think tank report detailing China's
alleged infiltration of Palau's economy through illicit
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activities disguised as investments, including money
laundering and fraud.

The Pacific Economics report reveals how these
networks are being leveraged to exert influence,
posing a threat to Palau's critical tourism industry and
its sovereign integrity. By utilizing criminal syndicates,
China is believed to be covertly introducing resources
and personnel, effectively bypassing traditional
diplomatic channels. The report highlights the Prince
Group, a Chinese-Cambodian conglomerate, as a
prime example, citing its involvement in illicit activities
and substantial proposed investments within Palau.

In response, Taiwan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs
(MOFA) contrasted China's alleged tactics with its own
approach, emphasizing the promotion of transparent
and mutually beneficial business investments in Palau.
This distinction underscores the fundamental
differences in their engagement strategies. Palau's
President, Surangel Whipps, Jr., has consistently voiced
concerns about China's pressure to switch diplomatic
recognition, highlighting the ongoing geopolitical
contest for influence across the Pacific. [Focus Taiwan]

US reaffirms support for Taiwan while
maintaining strategic ambiguity

(ce) On February 26, US President Donald Trump once
again avoided directly addressing whether he would
defend Taiwan in the event of a Chinese takeover,
maintaining his policy of strategic ambiguity. This
stance contrasts with that of President Joe Biden, who
has stated the United States would defend Taiwan,
though those remarks have been walked back by his
administration. [Voice of America]

Trump also took the opportunity to reinforce his "great
relationship" with Chinese President Xi Jinping,
emphasizing the importance of Chinese investmentin
the U.S. "We want them to invest in the United States,"
Trump said. "That's good. There's a lot of money
coming in, and we'll invest in China." This echoes his
broader approach to fostering positive relations with
Beijing, despite ongoing tensions over Taiwan. [Taipei
Times]

These comments come amid the release of USD 870
million in previously frozen security aid to Taiwan, a
move that went largely unnoticed and that has sparked
strong criticism from China. The funding, which was
delayed due to broader foreign aid cuts under the
Trump administration, signals the US's ongoing
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commitment to supporting Taiwan's defense against
growing Chinese aggression. [NPR]

At the same time, US Secretary of State Marco Rubio
stressed that a robust military posture and decisive
leadership are essential to ensuring stability in the
Taiwan Strait, underscoring the US commitment to
deterring any coercive actions by China against Taiwan.
[Voice of America]

This evolving dynamic highlights the US's commitment
to adjusting its approach as tensions with Beijing rise,
ensuring Taiwan's security remains a top priority.

US tariffs test Taiwan's semiconductor
resilience

(ce) US tariffs are increasingly testing the resilience of
Taiwan's semiconductor industry, forcing a negotiation
between global leadership and vital ties with
Washington. President Trump's implementation of a 25
percent tariff on imported semiconductors, aimed at
bolstering domestic production and reducing the trade
deficit, has triggered significant concerns within
Taiwan's economic and tech sectors (see AR No. 7,
February/2025, 3).

Economic Affairs Minister J.W. Kuo has publicly
challenged the tariffs, characterizing them as "unfair"
and part of a broader U.S. negotiation strategy. He
emphasized the government's focus on understanding
the underlying objectives of these tariffs, engaging in
extensive consultations with businesses to address
their anxieties. The government's strategy centers on
preserving Taiwan's competitive advantage while
satisfying U.S. demands for fair market access. [Taipei
Times]

TSMC, the world's leading chip manufacturer, has
become a central player in this geopolitical dance. In a
significant move, TSMC has announced a massive USD
100 billion expansion of its advanced semiconductor
manufacturing operations in the United States,
bringing its total US investment to USD 165 billion. This
investment, which includes plans for three new
fabrication plants, two advanced packaging facilities,
and a major R&D center in Phoenix, Arizona, marks the
largest single foreign direct investment in US history.

This strategic expansion can be seen as a direct
response to US pressures and a move to diversify its
manufacturing footprint. This expansion will not only
create numerous jobs and drive significant economic
growth in the US but also strengthen the domestic
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supply chain for advanced chips, particularly those
used in artificial intelligence.

However, concerns have arisen that this significant US
investment could lead to TSMC's "Americanization" and
potentially weaken Taiwan's position in the global
semiconductor supply chain. Taiwan's government has
downplayed these concerns. Economic Affairs Minister
Kuo Jyh-Huei emphasized that TSMC's global
expansion, including plants in the US, Japan, and
Germany, is a normal business strategy unrelated to
tariffs. He also dismissed the idea of a complete supply
chain shift to the US, stating that US production
primarily serves American clients, while Taiwan caters
to a broader international customer base. [Straits
Times]

Adding to the geopolitical context, during the
announcement of TSMC's US investment, Trump stated
that a Chinese invasion of Taiwan would be
"catastrophic." He emphasized that the TSMC
investment "will at least give us a position where we
have, in this very, very important business, we would
have a very big part of it in the United States.”
[Barron’s]

While TSMC reportedly explored overseas investment
opportunities, potentially in partnership with Intel, as a
strategic response to US pressures, the Taiwanese
government insists on maintaining fair practices that
safeguard its technological edge. Minister Kuo's
controversial statement regarding a potential 100
percent tariff has sparked widespread discussion,
though he has declined to elaborate. [TSMC]

The Taiwanese government, through the Mainland
Affairs Council, has reaffirmed its commitment to the
semiconductor industry, recognizing TSMC's strategic
importance and pledging continued collaboration to
ensure Taiwan's dominance in advanced technology.

Taiwan’'s plan to expand US state-level
engagements

(ce) Taiwan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs is actively
pursuing deeper cooperation with US states,
emphasizing the strategic and mutually beneficial
nature of these partnerships. This initiative aims to
strengthen ties across various sectors, including trade,
agriculture, education, and investment, reflecting
Taiwan's broader diplomatic efforts. The establishment
of the Indiana Economic Development Corp Taiwan
Office, the 24th US state office in Taiwan, highlights the
tangible progress of this engagement.
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Taiwan's robust economic relationship with the US
provides a solid foundation for this cooperation. As a
key US trade partner and a significant source of foreign
direct investment, with investments in the US hitting a
record high of USD 14.12 billion last year, Taiwan
remains a crucial partner of the US economy. This
economic interdependence is further reinforced by the
US Department of State's consistent encouragement of
state-level engagement with Taiwan. Through letters to
state governors and mayors, the US government has
signaled bipartisan support for expanding cooperation
in areas like trade, education, and tourism. [American
Institute, Taiwan]

Looking ahead, Taiwan is committed to solidifying
these state-level relationships, recognizing their
significance for regional stability and long-term
partnership. Legislator Chen Kuan-ting has expressed
confidence in the continued growth of these
exchanges, emphasizing the autonomy of US states
and the potential for cultural and educational
programs to enhance mutual understanding. The
Ministry of Foreign Affairs has reiterated its
commitment to promoting ongoing cooperation,
building upon existing frameworks and exploring new
avenues for collaboration to further strengthen the
Taiwan-US relationship at the state level. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan aims at fostering closer diplomatic
ties with Haiti and Vatican

(ce) Taiwan's Foreign Minister Lin Chia-lung has
identified Haiti and the Vatican as requiring "extra
attention" among the island's 12 diplomatic allies,
despite overall stable relations.

Lin highlighted Haiti's ongoing instability due to gang
violence and social unrest following the 2021
assassination of President Moise. He emphasized
Taiwan's continued support for Haiti, noting it was
among the last to close its embassy. Lin also expressed
optimism for collaboration with the US, given Secretary
of State Rubio's focus on Latin America and the
Caribbean.

Regarding the Vatican, Lin acknowledged the Holy
See's increasing engagement with China under Pope
Francis. The Vatican is Taiwan's sole European
diplomatic partner, with relations dating back to 1942.
The 2018 Sino-Vatican agreement on bishop
appointments, recently renewed, has seen repeated
violations by Beijing, despite the Vatican's commitment
to dialogue.
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Archbishop Gallagher, the Vatican's secretary for
relations with states, reiterated the Holy See's
commitment to improving the agreement and building
trust with China. Taiwan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs
responded by affirming its close monitoring of the
Sino-Vatican dialogue and its understanding of the
Vatican's goal to improve the situation for Chinese
Catholics. The ministry pledged continued
collaboration with the Vatican and the Catholic Church
to promote humanitarian cooperation and religious
freedom, thereby strengthening bilateral ties. [Taipei
Times]

Thailand mulls border wall with Cambodia
as crackdown on scam centers intensifies

(bk/Im) Thailand is considering building a wall along
part of its border with Cambodia as part of its
expanded efforts to tackle the growing issue of call-
center scams. This proposal comes as part of a wider
crackdown targeting fraud operations and human
trafficking rings operating in Southeast Asia,
particularly along Thailand's porous borders with
Cambodia and Myanmar.

The Thai government is studying the effectiveness of
building a wall along the border, with the primary aim
of reducing illegal crossings, particularly in areas like
Poipet. The Thai Defence Ministry has previously
suggested constructing a wall along a 55 km natural
crossing between Thailand's Sa Kaeo province and
Poipet, a town in Cambodia known for being a hotspot
for scam activities. The proposal remains in the study
phase, with officials discussing the logistics and
potential outcomes of such a barrier. [Reuters]

The crackdown, which began in February, has been
part of Thailand's broader efforts to combat organized
crime and human trafficking, particularly linked to
scams. Thai Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra
has emphasized that the government is determined to
stamp out these criminal operations, including online
scams, with cooperation from neighboring countries.
Measures have already led to the cancellation of
millions of SIM cards and bank accounts connected to
the fraud rings, and further operations are planned.
[Bangkok Post 1]

Over the weekend, Thai police received 119 Thai
nationals from Cambodia, after Cambodian authorities
raided a scam compound in Poipet, pulling out more
than 200 people involved in fraudulent activities. The
119 individuals were screened by Thai authorities
under the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) for
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trafficking victims, but Cambodian investigations
confirmed that all the returnees had voluntarily
entered Cambodia, seeking high-paying online jobs,
and had participated in the fraudulent schemes. They
now face severe charges, including transnational crime
and conspiracy to defraud. [The Nation]

Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra recently visited
the Sa Kaeo province, reaffirming the Thai
government’s commitment to tackling call-center
scams originating from Cambodia. During the visit, she
chaired meetings with the Defence Minister, Interior
Minister, and law enforcement officials to evaluate
ongoing efforts and ensure greater coordination in
combating the rise of these fraud operations. [Bangkok
Post 2]

The Thai government is also working closely with
Cambodian authorities to tackle the issue, with
repatriation operations expected to continue. While
the government has made strides in the crackdown,
questions remain regarding the long-term
effectiveness of current measures. Despite significant
actions, crimes like robbery and extortion continue to
rise, fueling public discontent.

Over 500 Myanmar refugees enter
Thailand

(hrs) Ongoing violence between the Myanmar army
and the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) has led
to an exodus of refugees into Thailand, with over 500
Myanmar nationals seeking shelter in the Thai border
province of Tak. The Karen National Liberation Army
(KNLA), an insurgent group seeking autonomy for the
Karen ethnic group, has been clashing with Myanmar
forces for decades. The latest round of fighting, which
took place near Myanmar's army bases, has
endangered lives on both sides of the border.

The Thai army's Naresuan taskforce conducted a
helicopter survey of the border area after skirmishes
around Myanmar army bases raised concerns about
potential incursions into Thailand. The clashes
occurred just 800 meters from Nong Bua, with another
flare-up reported at Kyra Piao Kong base, only 1.5
kilometers from Thailand's Tha Song Yang district. This
has caused fear among locals, prompting 545
Myanmar nationals to flee to Thailand.

The Thai military and border police have set up two
temporary safe zones for the refugees, providing them
with essential aid such as food, clothing, and medical
supplies. The refugees are currently being cared for by
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Thai forces, and the situation is being closely
monitored. This development comes amid an ongoing
crackdown on crime, including efforts to dismantle
scam centers in Myawaddy, Myanmar, which may lead
to further cross-border movements. [Bangkok Post]

Hacker arrested after collaboration
between Singapore and Thailand police

(hrs) A global hacker, believed to be responsible for at
least 75 hacking cases worldwide, was arrested in
Thailand on February 26, following a joint operation
between the Singapore Police Force (SPF) and the
Royal Thai Police. The 39-year-old suspect was linked
to over 90 data breaches, with the majority occurring
in the Asia-Pacific region, including 21 cases in Thailand
and 14 in Singapore. [The Straits Times]

Vietnamese vessel seized after collision
with Thai boat

(hrs) A Vietnamese fishing vessel collided with a Thai
naval patrol boat on February 26 while attempting to
evade capture for illegal fishing in Thai waters off Trat
province. The crash occurred as one of the vessels
being pursued by Thai authorities turned and struck
the patrol craft, causing damage. The Thai authorities
had previously fired warning shots in line with
international protocols.

Following the collision, Thai authorities seized the
Vietnamese vessel, which had four crew members on
board. This operation was part of an effort to
apprehend a group of 10 Vietnamese fishing boats
operating illegally in the area, detected since February
22. The detained vessel and its crew will be transferred
to Khlong Yai police for further legal action. [Bangkok
Post]

US lifts suspension on Thai health
projects, resumes funding

(Im) Cooperation between Thailand and the United
States in public health initiatives has resumed after the
US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
lifted a suspension order on project activities and
approved reimbursements for previously halted
expenses.
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Thailand's Public Health Ministry confirmed that the
collaboration includes 31 non-research projects
focused on communicable disease control, health
system development, and medical personnel training,
with a total budget of THB 279.1 million (USD 8.1
million) for the current fiscal year.

The suspension was initially imposed on January 24
due to an executive order from the US government,
affecting all projects except for HIV and tuberculosis
prevention programs under the President’s Emergency
Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR). However, the US District
Court in Rhode Island ruled on January 31 to lift the
suspension, leading the US CDC to officially resume
funding on February 11.

Despite the suspension, Thailand continued essential
public health initiatives using domestic and external
funding, including support from NGOs, international
organizations, and the private sector. The Public Health
Ministry also focused on strengthening internal
capacity through medical research, technology
adoption, and cost-cutting innovations to minimize
disruptions. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand seeks Czech support for EU FTA
and investment ties

(Im) Thailand's Commerce Minister Pichai
Naripthaphan has sought the Czech Republic’s backing
in lobbying for a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with the
European Union (EU) and attracting Czech investment
in key sectors, including automobiles, agriculture, food
processing, health, and wellness.

During a meeting in Bangkok, Deputy Speaker of the
Czech Chamber of Deputies Jan Bartosek and Czech
Ambassador Pavel Pitel expressed support for
Thailand’s FTA negotiations with the EU and its
application to join the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD).

Pichai encouraged Czech businesses to use Thailand as
a hub to access ASEAN markets, emphasizing the
country’s strong infrastructure and existing FTAs,
including those with Bhutan and the European Free
Trade Association (EFTA). He also highlighted
investment opportunities in Al, printed circuit board
manufacturing, and data centers.

The Czech Republic ranked 38th among Thailand's
global trading partners and seventh among EU trade
partners in 2024, with bilateral trade valued at USD
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1.384 billion. Thailand exported USD 1.035 billion
worth of goods to the Czech Republic.

Both sides discussed cooperation in cybersecurity,
hospitality, and research and development. Pichai also
informed Bartosek of ByteDance's planned USD 8.8
billion investment in a data hosting facility in Thailand,
reinforcing Thailand's role as a regional digital hub.
[The Nation]

Vietnam and China strengthen economic
ties through investment roundtable

(hn/Im) On February 28, Vietnam's Prime Minister
Pham Minh Chinh hosted a roundtable with 23 major
Chinese corporations to explore investment
opportunities in infrastructure, green energy, and high-
tech industries.

The meeting focused on expanding bilateral economic
cooperation in key sectors such as renewable energy,
artificial intelligence (Al), digital economy, industrial
infrastructure, and transportation. Prime Minister
Chinh emphasized Vietnam's commitment to fostering
economic growth, sustainable development, and
macroeconomic stability, underscoring the country’s
strategic push for increased collaboration with China in
these vital sectors.

The roundtable discussions saw Chinese companies
express interest in expanding operations in Vietnam,
with a particular focus on sectors like urban
development, renewable energy, and digital
infrastructure. They also called for improvements in
administrative procedures, labor permits, and visa
policies to enhance operational efficiency. Vietnamese
officials responded by pledging to streamline
investment procedures and boost financial support for
strategic sectors, reinforcing the commitment to
strengthening economic ties even amid the geopolitical
challenges. [Vietnamnet] [People's Army Newspaper]

The roundtable comes at a time of heightened tension
between the two nations, particularly following recent
military drills conducted by China. Just days earlier, on
February 21, Vietnam issued a formal declaration
establishing its maritime baselines in the Gulf of
Tonkin, asserting its sovereignty over the disputed
waters, a move aligned with international law. In
response, China launched live-fire naval exercises in
the Beibu Gulf area from February 24 to 29, signaling
its strong objections to Vietnam's territorial claims. [AIR
No. 8, February/2025, 4]
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This juxtaposition of economic engagement and
military confrontation is noteworthy, as it reflects
Vietnam's nuanced stance towards China. While the
roundtable signals a desire for deeper economic
collaboration and mutual benefit, Vietnam'’s recent
actions in the Gulf of Tonkin suggest it is unwilling to
compromise on its sovereignty, even as it seeks to
maintain stable economic ties with China.

Vietham'’s prime minister urges Japanese
businesses to expand strategic
investments

(hn) Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh has urged
Japanese businesses to deepen their investment in
Vietnam, positioning the country as a strategic base for
expansion. Speaking at a dialogue in Hanoi, he
emphasized the strong 52-year Vietnam-Japan
partnership, highlighting Japan's role as a key
economic partner—being the largest provider of ODA,
the third-largest investor, and the fourth-largest trade
and tourism partner.

Japan has over 5,500 investment projects in Vietnam,
with bilateral trade turnover exceeding USD 46.2 billion
in 2024. Notably, 56.1 percent of Japanese firms plan
to expand operations in Vietnam, the highest rate in
ASEAN. While Japanese investors praised Vietnam's
business climate, they urged for streamlined
administrative processes and the resolution of project
bottlenecks.

Chinh assured that Vietnam would focus on enhancing
infrastructure, institutions, and skilled labor to support
an 8 percent GDP growth target for 2025. He called for
investments in sectors such as the green economy,
digital economy, high-tech industries, and renewable
energy. Additionally, he sought Japanese support for
green financing and innovation.

The prime minister also emphasized strengthening
supply chain cooperation and simplifying ODA
procedures, reaffirming Vietnam's commitment to
maintaining a stable and attractive investment
environment for foreign businesses. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam and Malaysia strengthen ties at
ASEAN Future Forum 2025

(hn) Vietnam's General Secretary of the Communist
Party, To Lam, hosted Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar
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Ibrahim during his visit to Ha Noi for the 2nd ASEAN
Future Forum (AFF) 2025, held from February 25-26.
Lam highlighted the recent upgrade of Vietnam-
Malaysia relations to a Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership, praising Malaysia's impressive economic
growth.

In turn, Prime Minister Anwar expressed admiration
for Vietnam'’s historical progress and development,
emphasizing Malaysia’s commitment to further
strengthening bilateral ties. Both leaders agreed to
enhance high-level exchanges and expand cooperation
across several sectors, including defense, trade,
investment, labor, education, and tourism. They
acknowledged the strong bilateral trade nearing USD
18 billion and identified potential opportunities in
energy, oil and gas, and fisheries.

Discussions also covered regional and global issues.
The two leaders agreed to collaborate within ASEAN
and the United Nations, with Vietnam offering its full
support for Malaysia's ASEAN Chairmanship in 2025.
On the East Sea issue, both reaffirmed their support
for ASEAN's unified stance, advocating for the full
implementation of the Declaration on the Conduct of
Parties (DOC) and the swift negotiation of a substantive
Code of Conduct (COCQ) in line with the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS 1982). [Viet
Nam News 1] [Viet Nam News 2]

Acting to address looming US tariffs,
Vietnam seeks to expand American
investments, reduce trade surplus

(hn/Im) Vietnam is taking proactive steps to address its
record trade surplus with the United States, which
reached USD 124 billion in 2024, amid fears of
impending US tariffs. Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh
met with US business leaders on March 1, urging them
to deepen investments in Vietnam and emphasizing
that the foreign-invested sector remains a crucial pillar
of the country's economy.

Chinh emphasized that Vietham is committed to
protecting investors' rights, ensuring political stability,
and aligning policies to strengthen the Vietnam-US
relationship. With a growing focus on sectors like
semiconductors, Al, biotechnology, and advanced
materials, the prime minister urged US companies to
invest in technology transfer, workforce training, and
sustainable development.

Vietnam's rapid action to address the looming tariffs
also extends to efforts to streamline administrative
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processes for foreign investors. Chinh assured US
companies that the government was working on
enhancing legal frameworks, improving infrastructure,
and developing human resources to make doing
business in Vietham more attractive. The prime
minister also called for US businesses to help integrate
Vietnamese companies into global supply chains and
advocated for the US to officially recognize Vietnam as
a market economy.

Vietnam is also fast-tracking the licensing of Elon
Musk's Starlink satellite internet service, signaling its
commitment to relaxing investment restrictions for
foreign companies. [Viet Nam News] [Bangkok Post]

In parallel to these efforts, Vietnam is taking steps to
address US concerns over deportations. The country
has agreed to expedite the processing of US
deportation requests, committing to complete them
within 30 days. This decision follows US pressure,
including threats of trade sanctions and visa
restrictions. Vietnam has also agreed to issue travel
documents for 30 Vietnamese nationals currently
detained in the US, signaling a shift in its previous
stance on deportation delays. [Vietnaminsiders]

Vietham'’s deputy prime minister suggests
ways to strengthen ties with Tiirkiye

(Im) Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign
Affairs Bui Thanh Son called for efforts to enhance
Vietnam-TUrkiye relations during a phone conversation
with Turkish Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan on March 3,
2025. Son highlighted Turkiye as a key partner in the
Middle East, emphasizing recent progress in bilateral
relations, particularly since Prime Minister Pham Minh
Chinh's official visit to Turkiye in November 2023.

Bilateral trade reached USD 2.4 billion in 2024, marking
a 10 percent increase from the previous year. Turkiye
is also Vietnam's largest investor in the Middle East,
with investments growing by 75 percent to USD 1.74
billion.

Son proposed several measures to further strengthen
ties, including upgrading bilateral relations, promoting
mutual high-level visits, supporting each other at
international organizations, and enhancing
cooperation mechanisms like the Joint Committee and
Political Consultation. He also extended an invitation
for Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan to visit
Vietnam and attend the 4th Summit of the Partnering
for Green Growth and the Global Goals 2030 (P4G), an
international summit focused on sustainable
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development and addressing climate change. [Viet
Nam News]

Vietnham and Kazakhstan strengthen anti-
corruption and security cooperation

(hn) Vietnam'’s Minister of Public Security General
Luong Tam Quang met with Chairman of Kazakhstan's
Anti-Corruption Agency Zhumagali Askhat on February
25 in Hanoi to discuss strengthening cooperation in
anti-corruption efforts.

Quang emphasized the need for continued exchanges,
closer coordination on extradition, and joint
investigations. He highlighted the role of law
enforcement cooperation in building trust and
addressing shared challenges, calling for agreements
on crime prevention to ease travel and residency for
citizens of both nations.

Askhat affirmed Kazakhstan's commitment to anti-
corruption and praised Vietnam'’s efforts, particularly
Quang's leadership. He sought stronger cooperation to
enhance anti-corruption measures and support
economic and social development.

Later, Phan Dinh Trac, Politburo member and
Chairman of the Party Central Committee’s
Commission for Internal Affairs, also met with Askhat.
Trac reaffirmed Vietnam's readiness to deepen ties
with Kazakhstan and emphasized the visit's potential to
strengthen the partnership, particularly in combating
corruption. [Vietnamnet]

Vietnam and New Zealand upgrade ties to
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership

(he) Vietnam and New Zealand have signed a
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership agreement on
February 26, marking a new milestone in their five-
decade diplomatic ties. The agreement, which aims to
enhance cooperation across several areas, was signed
during New Zealand Prime Minister Christopher
Luxon's visit to Vietnam, coinciding with the 50th
anniversary of diplomatic relations between the two
countries.

The agreement focuses on five key pillars:
strengthened political ties, expanded defense
cooperation, increased economic collaboration with a
target of USD 3 billion in trade, joint efforts on climate
change and sustainable development, and enhanced
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education, tourism, and labor exchanges. Over the
next year, both countries will develop a joint action
plan to further these objectives.

Eight cooperative agreements were signed during the
visit, covering sectors such as diplomacy, health,
aviation, and agriculture. New Zealand is Vietnam’s
13th-largest trading partner, with trade reaching USD
1.3 billion in 2023.

Luxon emphasized Vietnam's growing importance as a
"rising star" in Asia and stressed that strengthening
ties with Vietnam is vital for New Zealand's economic
future. He highlighted the partnership’s potential for
mutual benefit, focusing on shared goals of regional
stability and economic growth. [The Straits Times]
[Tuoi Tre News]

Announcements

Upcoming online events

5 March 2025 @ 10:00 - 1:30 p.m. (GMT+1),
Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative

Africa & MENA Capacity Building
Workshop

This workshop introduces the new Terms of Reference
(ToR) for EITI reporting, tailored to the 2023 EITI
Standard, to enhance transparency in the extractive
sector. The workshop aims to enhance the capacity of
African & MENA EITI stakeholders on data collection,
quality assurance, and reporting processes. The
participants will also share experiences and challenges,
facilitating peer learning and applying best practices in
EITI implementation, toward more accountable and
credible natural resource governance in the region. For
more information, see [EITI].
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6 March 2025 @ 1:00 p.m. - 2:15 p.m. (GMT+1),
Bruegel, Brussels

Prospects for Reducing Sovereign Debt
While Tackling Ongoing Crises

This session discusses the difficulties of deleveraging
sovereign debt in the face of successive crises. With
debt at historical highs, its stabilization will require
deep changes, especially for advanced economies
which are facing weak growth and post-COVID deficits.
Experts will discuss how realistic these efforts are and
how exposed they are to potential future shocks. This
session will draw on recent research on debt
sustainability and the IMF's "Debt@Risk" model in light
of potential avenues for managing high sovereign debt
in the face of economic uncertainty. For more
information, see [Bruegel].

6 March 2025 @ 9:00 - 10:00 a.m. (GMT-5), Asia
Society Policy Institute, USA

The Two Sessions: What Will China Do on
Stimulus, Trade Wars, and Tech
Competition?

This event breaks down China's policy agenda for 2025
following Premier Li Qiang's government work report
at the National People's Congress. Experts from the
Center for China Analysis of the Asia Society Policy
Institute will discuss economic priorities, growth
targets, trade, technology, and foreign investment. The
panel will also discuss wider political currents like Xi
Jinping's power relationships and US ties. Members of
the audience can explore CCA's Decoding Chinese
Politics platform for more in-depth examination of
Beijing's policymaking and institutional structures. For
more information, see [Asia Society Policy Institute].

6 March 2025 @ 11:00 a.m. - 12:15 p.m. (GMT+1),
German Institute for Global and Area Studies

GIGA China Series

The GIGA China Series deals with China's society,
politics, and global role via presentations of cutting-
edge research. From domestic governance in China to
international relations, the series is global and
comparative in perspective, welcoming results from
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Political Science, Anthropology, Religious Studies, and
Philosophy. Authors from various regional traditions
advance their work, and so there is a multidisciplinary
exchange. Each lecture involves audience engagement,
allowing for discussion and comment on front-line
research on China's evolving global role. For more
information, see [GIGA].

6 March 2025 @ 3:00 - 5:00 p.m. (GMT+9), Sasakawa
Peace Foundation, Japan

The spread of SNS and changes in
democracy in the politics of Southeast
Asian countries and Japan

This seminar analyzes the increasing role of social
media in Southeast Asian politics, focusing on
Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and
Japan. Social media has encouraged political openness
and mobilized public opinion but has also been
employed to fuel populism and polarization. Experts
will analyze its impact on recent elections, political
discourse, and governance. The discussion is intended
to provide perspectives on regional political shifts and
their implications on Japan's alliances as well as
international system stability. For more information,
see [Sasakawa Peace Foundation].

Recent Book Releases

Jonathan Haidt, The Anxious Generation: How the
Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of
Mental Iliness, Penguin, 400 pages, published March
26, 2024. For a review, see [LSE].

Dariusz Wojcik, Panagiotis lliopoulos, Stefanos
loannou, Liam Keenan, Julien Migozzi, Timothy
Monteath, Vladimir Pazitka, Morag Torrance and
Michael Urban, Atlas of Finance: Mapping the Global
Story of Money, Yale University Press, 240 pages,
published October 7, 2024. For a review, see [LSE].

Michael David-Fox, Crucibles of Power: Smolensk
Under Stalinist and Nazi Rule, Harvard University
Press, 480 pages, published February 4, 2025. For a
review, see [Foreign Affairs].

Angela Merkel with Beate Baumann, Freedom:
Memoirs 1954-2021, Macmillan, 720 pages, published
November 25, 2024. For a review, see [Foreign Affairs].
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Edward Fishman, Chokepoints: American Power in
the Age of Economic Warfare, Portfolio, 560 pages,
published February 25, 2025. For a review, see
[Penguin Books].

Calls

The University of Nottingham invites paper
proposals for the Nottingham International Criminal
Justice Conference, to be held on July 14-15, 2025, at
The School of Law at the University of Nottingham. The
deadline for abstract submission is March 21, 2025. For
more information, see [University of Nottingham].

Jobs and Positions

United Nations University - Finland is looking for a
Director. The deadline for application submission is
April 15, 2025. For more information, see [UNU].

United Nations Development Programme -
Bangkok is looking for a Communications and
Events Management Analyst. The deadline for
application submission is March 10, 2025. For more
information, see [UNDP].

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization - Italy is
looking for a Head Research Division. The deadline
for application submission is March 30, 2025. For more
information, see [NATO].

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization - Portugal is
looking for an Information Management (Manager).
The deadline for application submission is April 3,
2025. For more information, see [NATO].

United Nations Development Programme -
Maldives is looking for an Economist (nationals
only). The deadline for application submission is
March 17, 2025. For more information, see [UNDP].

International Organization for Migration - Qatar is
looking for an Operations Assistant - Team Leader
(Field Support). The deadline for application
submission is March 7, 2025. For more information,
see [IOM].

Blue Marine Foundation is looking for an EU Policy
Manager. The deadline for application submission is
December 29, 2025. For more information, see [Blue
Marine Foundation].
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United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon is looking
for a Chief of Unit, Information Systems and
Telecommunications. The deadline for application
submission is March 16, 2025. For more information,
see [UNIFIL].

The Chinese University of Hong Kong is offering a
Short-term Visiting Fellows Programme - Faculty of
Law. The deadline for application submission is March
31, 2025. For more information, see [The Chinese
University of Hong Kong].

Xi'an Jiaotong - Liverpool University is offering a
Faculty Position in Department of Strategic
Management and Organizations. The deadline for
application submission is May 1, 2025. For more
information, see [Xi'an Jiaotong - Liverpool University]

Wrexham University is looking for a Sessional
Lecturer in Law in Criminology Policing and Law.
The deadline for application submission is March 16,
2025. For more information, see [Wrexham University].

University of Glasgow is looking for a Lecturer in
Legal Theory (R&T). The deadline for application
submission is March 26, 2025. For more information,
see [University of Glasgow].

University of York is looking for a Lecturer in Law.
The deadline for application submission is March 10,
2025. For more information, see [University of York].

University of Birmingham is looking for an Assistant
Professor (Education) in Commercial Law. The

deadline for application submission is March 24, 2025.
For more information, see [University of Birmingham].

University College London is looking for a Research
Fellow in Global Centre for Democratic
Constitutionalism (GCDC) / Faculty of Laws. The
deadline for application submission is March 31, 2025.
For more information, see [UCL].
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We would greatly appreciate your feedback! Please
send any feedback you have regarding this newsletter
to: info@cpg-online.de

Also, don't forget to Like CPG on Facebook, and
browse our website for other updates and news!
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