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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.

I wish you an informative read and extend special

greetings to everyone who celebrates Lithuania’s and

Mauritius’ Independence Day and Hungary’s National

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” concludes

(lb/ld) China has concluded this year’s “Two Sessions”,

the annually held concurrent gatherings of the

National People's Congress (NPC), the country’s

legislative body, and the Chinese People's Political

Consultative Conference (CPPCC), the top advisory

body that includes representatives from various

political parties, social organizations, and interest

groups, providing policy recommendations but without

legislative power. The meetings set China’s national

policy direction, approve major economic and political

plans, and often include leadership announcements

and reforms.

Attended by nearly 2900 NPC delegates, the meetings

took place against a backdrop of economic challenges,

global trade tensions, and policy shifts in key sectors.

[The Guardian 1] [Asia Society]
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China is facing rising tensions as the U.S. imposed a 20

percent tariff on Chinese imports, prompting

retaliation. This strained relations and slowed export

growth to 2.3 percent while imports fell 8.4 percent. In

response, China set a 5 percent GDP growth target and

raised its defense budget by 7.2 percent to CNY 1.785

trillion (USD 398 billion). Foreign Minister Wang Yi

accused the U.S. of "contradictory actions,"

suppressing China while seeking cooperation.

[Financial Times] [The Wall Street Journal]

Fiscal policy and economic stimulus

The ‘Two Sessions’ traditionally opened with Premier Li

Qiang’s 2025 Government Work Report which outlined

China’s economic and fiscal priorities, setting a 5

percent GDP growth target. As 2025 marks the final

year of the 14th Five-Year Plan, the emphasis is put on

a balanced approach of “pursuing progress while

ensuring stability,” focusing on measures to boost

consumption, support industrial innovation and the

private sector, as well as attract foreign investment.

The report was overwhelmingly approved with 2,882

votes for, one against, and one abstention. [NPC

Observer] [Alarabiya News] [Channel News Asia]

The primary target for 2025 is a GDP growth of

"around 5 percent,” designed to support employment,

risk management, and public welfare, while aligning

with long-term development objectives. [China

Briefing]

A target to maintain an urban jobless rate of around

5.5 percent in 2025 is set, aiming to create over 12

million new urban jobs while addressing structural

employment issues.

Employment is central to China’s economic strategy,

with Li emphasizing the need for job creation,

particularly through new technologies. China

surpassed its 2024 job-creation target by adding 12.56

million urban jobs, keeping the urban jobless rate at

5.1 percent. Despite this, challenges persist,

particularly due to the slowdown in the private sector,

which has been a major source of job opportunities.

Analysts suggest that revitalizing private enterprises is

key to sustaining job growth. There are also concerns

about the potential for poverty to return, particularly in

rural areas, threatening the government’s credibility

and its claim of having eradicated extreme poverty.

[South China Morning Post 1]

One of the most notable announcements was the

government's decision to raise its on-budget deficit to

four percent of gross domestic product (GDP), the

highest since at least 2010. Finance Minister Lan Fo’an

emphasized that China has room to maneuver on fiscal
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policy despite domestic and external uncertainties. As

part of its economic strategy, the government will issue

CNY 1.3 trillion (USD 178 billion) in ultra-long-term

special treasury bonds, a CNY 300 billion (USD 41

billion) increase from last year. Additionally, China

plans to issue CNY 4.4 trillion (USD 605 billion) in local

government special-purpose bonds to support

struggling local authorities. [CNBC]

The economic outlook remains a major concern, with

China targeting GDP growth of around five percent for

2025 while lowering its inflation target to two percent,

the lowest in two decades. Last year, the economy

grew by five percent, driven largely by strong exports

that helped offset weak consumer spending and a

struggling real estate sector. Officials have stressed

that reaching this year's growth target will require

significant effort, signaling the government's intent to

take more decisive action on economic stimulus and

structural reforms. [VOA]

Beyond fiscal measures, China has also made gestures

toward rebuilding business confidence. Last month,

President Xi Jinping met with leading technology

executives, an apparent effort to ease tensions with

the private sector after years of regulatory

crackdowns. Analysts see this as part of a broader

attempt to stabilize investor sentiment and boost

economic activity. [CNN 1]

Defense budget to increase by 7.2 percent in 2025

China has set its 2025 defense budget at CNY 1.81

trillion (USD 250 billion), a 7.2 percent year-on-year

increase, according to Defense Ministry spokesman Wu

Qian. Speaking on March 9 during the National

People’s Congress (NPC) session, Wu stated the budget

reflects the need to address “one of the most complex

security environments globally” while advancing

modernization goals for the People’s Liberation Army

(PLA) amid slowing economic growth and heightened

geopolitical tensions.  [China News Service, in Chinese]

China remains the world’s second-largest defense

spender after the U.S., whose Defense Department’s

proposed 2025 military budget stands at USD 851.9

billion. China’s defense expenditure now surpasses the

combined military budgets of Japan, South Korea,

India, the Philippines, and Taiwan. [Congressional

Budget Office, USA]

Since 2016, China’s defense budget growth has stayed

in single digits but consistently outpaced GDP targets.

The gap between defense spending growth and GDP

growth has widened to over 2 percentage points since
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2023 due to economic slowdown pressures. [Lianhe

Zaobao, in Chinese]

Meanwhile, President Xi Jinping has ordered the

military to intensify its anti-corruption campaign and

accelerate the adoption of advanced technologies to

enhance combat readiness. Speaking during a meeting

with military deputies at the National People’s

Congress (NPC), Xi emphasized the need to “investigate

deeply into corruption” and ensure “scientific

allocation” of defense resources, according to state

media Xinhua. Premier Li Qiang’s government report

presented at the two sessions also emphasized

“combat readiness” of the country’s military. [Xinhua, in

Chinese] [State Council of China, in Chinese]

Analysts note that heightened readiness may translate

to increased military drills near Taiwan and contested

regions like the South China Sea. In February, Chinese

naval forces conducted unprecedented live-fire

exercises in the Tasman Sea (see AiR No. 8,

February/2025, 4).

The budget announcement coincides with Beijing’s

push to achieve key military milestones by 2027, the

100th anniversary of the People’s Liberation Army

(PLA). [Reuters 1]

Military modernization 

China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has called for

greater integration of civilian technology in military

modernization, urging Beijing to allocate more

resources from emerging industries. During the annual

“two sessions” political gathering, military delegates

stressed the need for joint planning and resource-

sharing between the PLA and local governments. The

push aligns with Beijing’s broader strategy of

deepening “military-local collaboration” to enhance

national defense capabilities.

Discussions within the military delegation highlighted

key areas where civilian input could strengthen war

readiness. Specific proposals included allocating land

for military site construction and establishing joint

military-civilian research laboratories, reflecting efforts

to upgrade China’s defense infrastructure by

leveraging technological advances from the private

sector.

Lieutenant General Liu Shuwei, a deputy to the

National People’s Congress (NPC), emphasized the

importance of transforming local technological

resources into tools for military preparedness. He

pointed to critical areas such as unmanned systems,

cyber warfare, and underwater operations as priorities
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for research and development. [South China Morning

Post 2]

AI protection

China's highest court will step up efforts to protect

artificial intelligence (AI) and intellectual property (IP)

as part of a broader push to foster high-tech

industries. The Supreme People's Court outlined this

commitment in its annual work report, presented by

court president Zhang Jun to the National People's

Congress (NPC). The report emphasized the need for

legal safeguards to ensure responsible AI use while

promoting technological innovation.

Zhang noted a sharp rise in IP disputes, with over

490,000 cases handled in 2024, up from 100,000 in

2013. Courts have faced new legal challenges,

including determining copyright ownership of AI-

generated content and balancing foreign interests in

disputes. The Intellectual Property Court, which falls

under the supreme court, has seen a surge in cases

related to strategic emerging industries, accounting for

about one-third of its workload last year.

China views AI as key to advancing its industrial

capabilities, particularly in the face of Western

technology restrictions. While the government has

introduced temporary AI regulations since August

2023, concerns remain over privacy risks, misleading

AI-generated advertising, and legal accountability. NPC

delegate Zhang Tianren highlighted the difficulties

victims face in seeking legal recourse due to unclear

liability in AI-related cases.

Alongside AI protections, the supreme court pledged to

safeguard private enterprises from unfair legal

pressure. Some local authorities, struggling with debt,

have forced companies to write off government

obligations or imposed excessive fines to raise

revenue. The court vowed to crack down on officials

who exploit businesses through extortion or

harassment. [South China Morning Post 3]

Tighter oversight of religious activities

Wang Huning, the fourth-ranking official in China’s

Communist Party and chairman of the Chinese

People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), has

called for stricter “law-based management” of religious

affairs to ensure activities are “legal, safe, and orderly.”

His remarks, made during discussions with

representatives from religious groups at the annual

CPPCC session on March 6, align with Premier Li

Qiang’s recent emphasis in this year's government
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work report on strengthening oversight of religion, a

theme absent from last year. [State Council of China]

China has intensified efforts to regulate religious

practices, particularly in regions with ethnic minority

populations. In January 2024, authorities in Xinjiang—

home to a large Muslim Uygur community—introduced

rules requiring new places of worship to reflect

“Chinese characteristics,” while mandating government

approval for mosque renovations. Similarly, revised

measures for Tibetan Buddhist temples issued in

December 2024 expanded state control over religious

administration, embedding political directives into

temple operations. [South China Morning Post 4]

In addition, Beijing is closely monitoring plans for the

succession of the 14th Dalai Lama, Tibet’s spiritual

leader. The 89-year-old has suggested he may

abandon the traditional reincarnation process; a move

analysts say could challenge China’s control over

Tibetan Buddhism. Under current policy, Beijing insists

on authority to approve any reincarnation, a process

historically tied to Tibetan sovereignty claims. [Reuters

2]

China’s religious policies in recent years have faced

criticism over restrictions on religious freedom, state

control of religious practices, and the treatment of

religious minorities. Critics have particularly

condemned the government's Sinicization of religion

policy, which requires religious practices to align with

socialist values and Chinese culture. This includes

revising religious texts, regulating sermons, and

prioritizing loyalty to the state over faith. [Human

Rights Watch] [Tibetan Review]

Social policy: divorce cooling-off period

Calls to abolish China's mandatory 30-day "cooling-off

period" for divorce were voiced at the ‘Two Sessions’

The policy, introduced in 2021, allows either spouse to

withdraw a divorce application within 30 days, even if

both parties originally agreed to separate. [South

China Morning Post 4] [The Guardian 2]

The measure was implemented to curb China's rising

divorce rate, but critics argue it disproportionately

affects individuals in troubled marriages. Concerns

remain regarding the waiting period, which can be

used to transfer assets or fabricate debts, making

divorces more contentious. Jiang and other advocates

argue that the policy may create unnecessary disputes

and be misused for financial manipulation, particularly

disadvantaging women seeking to leave unhappy or

abusive relationships.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-g/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-w/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-yd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-yd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-yh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-yh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-yk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-yu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-yu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-jl/


This debate comes as China pushes policies to

encourage marriage and childbirth amid a

demographic decline. In 2024, marriage registrations

fell by a record 20 percent contributing to the country's

shrinking and aging population. Authorities have

promoted family values, but restrictive divorce policies

may be discouraging people from entering marriage in

the first place.

The ongoing discussion highlights broader tensions in

China’s family policies, balancing efforts to boost

marriage rates with concerns over personal freedoms

and legal protections. [China Daily] [CNN 2]

For China’s foreign policy presented at the “Two

Sessions” see separate article in the international

relations section in this edition.

China: Widening crackdown on dissent

reported

(lb) Chinese authorities have sentenced 1,545

prisoners of conscience over the past six years, with

many receiving severe penalties for peacefully

defending their rights, according to a new report by

Chinese Human Rights Defenders. The Washington,

D.C., -based non-governmental organization noted that

the scale of arbitrary detentions could amount to

crimes against humanity. [CHRD]

The report accuses authorities of systemic misuse of

China’s legal system, where police, prosecutors, and

courts work together to imprison activists under

vaguely defined charges. Sentences average six years

but rise to seven for national security offenses. At least

48 individuals received terms exceeding a decade,

while three were sentenced to death. Two others were

given life sentences.

Marginalized groups, including ethnic Tibetans and

Uyghurs, are disproportionately affected, with women

making up two-thirds of all prisoners of conscience

aged 60 or older. CHRD noted that international

human rights experts discourage the imprisonment of

elderly individuals due to health risks. Despite this,

China continues to detain and prosecute older

activists, many of whom are women.

Under President Xi Jinping, China has expanded its use

of national security laws to target dissent, convicting at

least 58 individuals for “endangering national security.”

Hong Kong has also seen a rise in convictions for

“subversion” and “inciting subversion,” with 37 percent

of all prisoners of conscience sentenced under these
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charges. The report warns that China’s increasing

repression not only silences critics at home but also

emboldens officials to extend abuses abroad. [Radio

Free Asia 1]

Citizen journalist Zhang Zhan faces new trial, potential

harsher sentence

Chinese citizen journalist Zhang Zhan is set to face trial

again in Shanghai on public order charges, with

prosecutors seeking a sentence of four to five years.

Zhang, 40, was first imprisoned for four years in

December 2020 after reporting on the COVID-19

outbreak in Wuhan. She was released in June 2024 but

was detained again in September. Reports indicate

that she is once more refusing food while in detention.

The new charges stem from Zhang’s visit to Gansu

province, where she supported detained pro-

democracy activist Zhang Pancheng. Legal experts

believe her previous conviction will likely lead to a

harsher sentence, with some predicting at least five

years. A psychiatric evaluation conducted on her

concluded that her mental state is “normal,” a move

experts say could be used to justify a heavier

punishment.

Authorities have reportedly pressured Zhang’s lawyer

into silence, and repeated attempts to contact her

family and officials have gone unanswered. Rights

groups warn that Zhang’s forced feeding in detention

amounts to inhumane treatment, violating

international conventions against torture. Advocacy

organizations have called for an end to the practice

and for better medical care for Zhang.

Zhang was among several citizen journalists who

disappeared or were jailed after covering the early

days of the pandemic. Her case continues to draw

international attention, with critics condemning her

detention as part of a broader crackdown on press

freedom in China. [Radio Free Asia 2]

Tam is also serving a four-year, five-month sentence

for conspiracy to commit subversion in a separate

national security case. He has appealed that sentence

as well. [Hong Kong Free Press]

China – Hong Kong: Court upholds

activist’s sedition conviction

(lb) Hong Kong’s Court of Final Appeal has upheld the

conviction and 40-month prison sentence of activist

and former radio host Tam Tak-chi, marking a
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significant ruling on colonial-era sedition law of the

former British colony. Tam was found guilty in 2022 of

11 charges, including uttering seditious words, and

brought his appeal to the top court after failing in

lower courts (see AiR No. 17, April 2022, 4).

The case is the first of its kind since Hong Kong

repealed its colonial-era sedition law in March 2024

when it enacted the Safeguarding National Security

Ordinance, commonly known as Article 23 of the Basic

Law [Amnesty International].

It accords the authorities extensive powers to maintain

national security, particularly addressing issues of

secession, subversion, terrorism, and collusion with

foreign forces, including up to 16 days of pre-charge

detention and restrictions on legal representation. The

law has been criticized by rights groups and Western

governments, but Hong Kong authorities defend it as

necessary to safeguard stability following the 2019

protests.

The ruling has broad implications for other sedition

cases under Article 23, which raised the maximum

penalty for sedition from two years to seven years in

prison, or 10 years if external forces are involved.

Several ongoing cases have been paused while

awaiting the outcome of Tam’s appeal, and legal

experts believe this decision will influence future

proceedings. [South China Morning Post]

China – Hong Kong: Top court overturns

convictions of Tiananmen vigil organizers

(ld) Hong Kong’s Court of Final Appeal overturned the

convictions of three former organizers of annual vigils

commemorating the 1989 Tiananmen Square

crackdown on March 6, delivering a rare legal victory

for the city’s diminished pro-democracy movement.

Three members of the Hong Kong Alliance in Support

of Patriotic Democratic Movements had been

sentenced to 4.5 months in 2023 for refusing to

disclose organizational details to police under the

national security law.

The Hong Kong Alliance disbanded in 2021 amid

pressure from the security law imposed by Beijing.

Authorities accused the group of acting as a “foreign

agent” and sought information about its operations,

but the convicted Alliance members appealed, arguing

the prosecution failed to prove foreign links.

The court ruled that prosecutors failed to prove the

alliance’s foreign links. In a unanimous decision, judges
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emphasized that redacted details about alleged foreign

connections deprived the defendants of a fair trial,

rendering their convictions a “miscarriage of justice.”

[Associated Press]

The Hong Kong government stated it would “study the

judgment” and review law enforcement practices

under the security law. Once a symbol of Hong Kong’s

unique freedoms, the Alliance was founded in 1989 to

commemorate China’s deadly crackdown on pro-

democracy protests in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square,

organized annual vigils in Victoria Park until authorities

banned the event in 2020 citing pandemic rules. [South

China Morning Post]

China – Hong Kong: Jimmy Lai concludes

testimony in national security trial

(ld) Jimmy Lai, the 77-year-old founder of Hong Kong’s

shuttered pro-democracy newspaper Apple Daily,

concluded his testimony on March 6 after 52 days on

the witness stand in a landmark national security trial.

Lai, who has been detained since December 2020,

faces charges of conspiring to collude with foreign

forces under the Beijing-imposed national security law

and conspiring to publish seditious materials under

colonial-era legislation. He has pleaded not guilty to all

charges.

The trial centers on allegations that Lai used Apple

Daily and communications with foreign activists to

encourage sanctions against Hong Kong and China.

Prosecutors cited WhatsApp messages between Lai

and associates, including discussions about launching

a U.S. edition of Apple Daily. Lai denied advocating

foreign sanctions or supporting violence during the

2019 pro-democracy protests.

During cross-examination, Lai clashed with

prosecutors, accusing them of misrepresenting his

words. Six co-defendants, including four former Apple

Daily employees and activist Andy Li, previously

pleaded guilty to conspiring with foreign forces and

testified against Lai.

The national security law, imposed by Beijing in June

2020 following mass protests, criminalizes acts

deemed subversive, secessionist, or collusive with

foreign entities. Authorities claim it restored stability,

but critics argue it has dismantled civil liberties,

prompting over 280 arrests and the dissolution of

dozens of civil groups. [Hong Kong Free Press]
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In a separate development, Sebastien Lai, son of Jimmy

Lai, has delivered a letter to Downing Street expressing

frustration over UK Prime Minister Starmer’s refusal to

meet him and the lack of consular visits to his father,

who has been a British citizen since 1996. Unlike the

U.S., Canada, and Australia, which have successfully

repatriated citizens detained in China, the UK has not

secured Lai’s release. Sebastien noted U.S. President

Donald Trump’s public commitment to aiding Lai but

stressed that “it is a joint effort.” [The Independent]

China: New large-scale renewable energy

project launched

(dql) State-owned China Huadian Corporation has

begun constructing a 19.24 GW high-altitude, multi-

energy project in Golmud in western Qinghai province,

a region with high altitude and a geographic location

that provide strong solar radiation and consistent wind

patterns, making it ideal for large-scale solar and wind

power projects. Qinghai has been at the forefront of

China's renewable energy expansion.

The CNY 80 billion (USD 11 billion) Qaidam Golmud

project will primarily feature renewables, with solar

and wind accounting for 85 percent of the capacity. It

will also include four 660 MW ultra-supercritical coal

units, approved by the Qinghai Development and

Reform Commission, and a large-scale battery energy

storage system (BESS).

Scheduled for completion by 2027, the project is

expected to transmit 36.5 TWh of electricity annually to

Guangxi province via the 800 kV Qinghai-Guangxi UHV

DC transmission line. [PV Magazine]

In February, China’s National Energy Administration

(NEA) announced plans to add over 200 GW of

renewable capacity that year. In 2024, renewables

accounted for 86 percent of China’s newly installed

energy capacity, marking a record year for solar and

wind expansion. [China Daily] [Ener Data]

China: Major oil and gas discovery

(lb) China’s state-owned China National Offshore Oil

Corporation (CNOOC) has announced a major

hydrocarbon discovery in the Beibu Gulf Basin in the

western part of the South China Sea. The company

drilled to a depth of 15,879 feet (4,840 meters) in an

area with an average water depth of 121 feet (37

meters). The exploration revealed a crude oil and
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natural gas pay zone measuring 928 feet (283 meters),

marking a significant breakthrough in China’s offshore

energy sector. [Interesting Engineering]

According to CNOOC, initial testing indicates the well

can produce approximately 13.2 million cubic feet of

natural gas and 800 barrels of crude oil per day. The

Weixinan Sag, where the discovery was made, is one of

China’s most explored offshore regions. [CNOOC]

In February 2025, CNOOC began production from the

Bozhong 26-6 oilfield in the Bohai Bay in northeastern

China. This field, the world’s largest metamorphic

buried hill oilfield, contains over 200 million cubic

meters of proven oil and gas reserves. The project

incorporates carbon capture technology to reinject

carbon dioxide into the reservoir, reducing emissions

while increasing oil production. Over its lifecycle, the

project aims to sequester 1.5 million tons of carbon

dioxide. [World Oil]

China: Imports decline amid oversupply

and weak demand

(ld) China’s imports contracted by 8.4 percent year on

year in the first two months of 2025, while export

growth slowed sharply to 2.3 percent, data from the

General Administration of Customs (GACC) showed

March 7, signaling deepening strains from a renewed

U.S.-China trade war and sluggish domestic demand.

The trade surplus widened to USD 170.52 billion as

imports of key commodities like crude oil, iron ore, and

rare earths slumped. [GACC, in Chinese]

China's sourcing has been complicated by reduced

crude oil purchases following the tightening of U.S.

sanctions on Russian and Iranian cargoes. LNG imports

also hit a five-year low in February, as traders diverted

cargoes to higher-priced European markets, according

to Kpler data. [Bloomberg]

State-owned enterprises led the import decline, with

purchases slumping at 20.6 percent compared to a 2.7

percent rise by private firms. Analysts attribute this to

efforts to draw down strategic reserves after record

level of imports in 2024. China's steel production

outstripped its economic needs last year, leading to

excessive imports, especially of iron ore and coal.

[Reuters]

The declines highlight pressures on China’s industrial

sector, with faltering construction and manufacturing

activity curbing resource demand. Analysts warn that

prolonged oversupply in coal and metals markets
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could further depress global prices, exacerbating trade

frictions. Meanwhile, Beijing’s energy pivot toward

renewables and efficiency gains continues to reshape

import dependency, even as geopolitical sanctions

complicate procurement strategies.

China: Consumer prices fall in February as

deflation pressures mount 

(ld) China’s consumer prices fell at the fastest annual

rate in 13 months in February 2025, with core inflation

contracting for the first time since January 2021,

underscoring persistent deflationary risks despite

government efforts to stimulate spending. The

consumer price index (CPI) dropped 0.7 percent year

on year, reversing a 0.5 percent rise in January,

according to data released by the National Bureau of

Statistics (NBS) on March 9. [NBS, in Chinese]

Core CPI excluding volatile food and energy prices fell

0.1 percent annually, the first decline in three years.

Food prices slumped 3.3 percent year on year, partly

due to a high base effect from the Lunar New Year

holiday, which fell in February 2024 but occurred in

January this year. The NBS noted that adjusting for

holiday timing, February’s CPI would have risen 0.1

percent. The producer price index (PPI) contracted 2.2

percent annually, easing slightly from January’s 2.3

percent decline but extending to a 29-month

deflationary streak.

The data follows Beijing’s decision to lower its 2025

inflation target to around 2 percent, down from 3

percent in 2024, as weak domestic demand and

industrial overcapacity persist. The government has

pledged CNY 300 billion (USD 41.4 billion) in subsidies

to boost consumption of electric vehicles and home

appliances, though analysts argue deeper reforms to

social welfare systems are needed to address

entrenched consumer caution. [Reuters]

During the National People’s Congress (NPC) session

on March 6, Commerce Minister Wang Wentao

acknowledged that “weak consumption capacity and

willingness” continue to hinder growth, despite the

government work report mentioning consumption 31

times, up from 21 in 2024. Meanwhile, global trade

tensions and industrial overcapacity are forcing

Chinese exporters to slash prices and wages,

exacerbating deflationary trends. [NPC, in Chinese]
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China: Drop in arms imports indicative of

massive growth in military self-reliance

(dql) China’s arms imports have dropped by 64 percent

over the past five years, as domestic production

increasingly replaced foreign purchases, particularly

from Russia, according to the Stockholm International

Peace Research Institute (SIPRI). The shift reflects the

growth of China’s domestic weapons industry, which

now produces its own combat aircraft engines and

helicopters. This change is expected to continue.

[SIPRI]

The decrease in Chinese arms imports contributed to a

21 percent drop in overall weapons shipments to Asia

and Oceania between 2020 and 2024. East Asia saw a

22 percent reduction, with Taiwan and South Korea

cutting imports by 27 percent and 24 percent,

respectively. Japan, however, increased imports by 93

percent.

China also dropped out of the top 10 arms importers

for the first time since 1990, while India, Pakistan,

Japan, and Australia joined the largest recipients.

Despite this, Asia and Oceania remain the largest

arms-importing region globally, driven by growing

security concerns, particularly regarding China.

Meanwhile, Europe’s arms imports surged by 155

percent, with Ukraine becoming the world’s largest

weapons recipient, accounting for 8.8 percent of global

arms shipments. This increase was largely due to the

Russian invasion of Ukraine, with major suppliers

including the US, Germany, and Poland.

The US remains the world’s largest arms supplier,

increasing its exports by 21 percent, with Europe

overtaking the Middle East as the top recipient region.

Russia’s arms exports fell dramatically, reducing its

global share from 21 percent to 7.8 percent.

SIPRI also reported that Chinese arms exports declined

by 5.4 percent from 2015-2019, though it remains the

fourth-largest arms exporter, with Pakistan receiving

63 percent of its weapons. However, political

considerations limit China’s arms sales, particularly to

major markets like India, Japan, and the Middle East,

where countries prioritize relations with Western

powers. [South China Morning Post]

Japan: Bill on to scientific council sparks

controversy
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(dql) The Japanese government has approved a bill to

incorporate the Science Council of Japan (SCJ), the

national advisory body representing the scientific

community in Japan and playing a key role in shaping

the country’s science and technology strategy, as a

special corporation while increasing state oversight,

raising concerns about academic freedom.

[Nippon.com]

If enacted, the SCJ will transition to a special

corporation by October 2026. SCJ membership will

expand from 210 to 250, with members serving six-

year terms, renewable once. The retirement age will

increase from 70 to 75. The government will continue

funding the SCJ, which will retain its advisory role.

Oversight will be strengthened through new measures,

including an auditor post and an external evaluation

committee of five to seven members appointed by the

prime minister. Additionally, the SCJ must submit six-

year and annual activity plans, with a review scheduled

for six years after implementation. [The Asahi Shimbun

1] [The Asahi Shimbun 2]

Japan: Supreme Court opens door to

dissolution of controversial religious

group

(dql) The Supreme Court upheld a ruling against the

Unification Church (now called the Family Federation

for World Peace and Unification), bringing it closer to

potential dissolution. In a decision on March 3, the

court imposed a fine of JPY 100,000 (USD 670) for the

church’s failure to respond to questions from the

education ministry.

The case focused on the interpretation of the Religious

Corporation Law, which allows a court to order

dissolution if a religious group commits acts that are

"substantially detrimental to public welfare." The

church argued that only criminal law violations should

lead to dissolution, but the Supreme Court’s First Petty

Bench ruled that violations of civil law could also meet

this criterion. The court emphasized that an

organization’s behavior could make its existence

inappropriate, despite legal possession of assets and

facilities.

The education ministry, which oversees religious

organizations, had requested dissolution in October

2023 (see AiR No. 42, October/2023, 3), citing 32 civil

lawsuits against the church related to its donation

practices. These donation practices have come under

scrutiny due to allegations of coercive fundraising
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tactics and financial exploitation of its members. The

controversy intensified after the assassination of

former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in July

2022, when it was revealed that the suspect had been

influenced by the church’s financial demands. Reports

indicated that the suspect's mother had made large

donations to the church, which led to financial ruin for

the family (see AiR No. 28, July/2022, 2).

After repeated refusals by the church to answer

questions, the ministry sought a fine, which was

upheld by both the district court and the Tokyo High

Court before being finalized by the Supreme Court.

The court also rejected the church’s argument that the

ministry had no authority to question its activities. It

affirmed that a dissolution order would not violate

freedom of religion, as it would only strip the

organization of its legal status without affecting

followers’ ability to practice their faith.

The ruling sets a precedent for future cases concerning

religious organizations, with only two groups, including

Aum Shinrikyo, having been ordered to dissolve

previously. The Tokyo District Court is expected to use

this ruling when deciding whether to dissolve the

Unification Church. [The Asahi Shimbun]

Japan: Lawmakers show increased

support for selective dual surname

system

(adi) A growing number of Japanese lawmakers

support introducing a selective dual surname system

for married couples, with 44 percent in favor,

according to a recent survey.

The survey, conducted between January and February

2025, received responses from 472 out of 705

lawmakers, accounting for 67 percent of parliament. Of

those surveyed, 311 lawmakers backed allowing

couples to retain separate surnames, while 18 percent

supported expanding the use of maiden names

without legal reform. Only 1 percent favored

maintaining the current single-surname system.

The shift reflects increased political momentum for

surname reform, aligning with Prime Minister Shigeru

Ishiba’s gender equality policies. Discussions on the

issue have gained traction as public opinion continues

to favor greater flexibility in marital naming

conventions. [The Japan Times]
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According to a Nikkei poll 63 percent of the 2,347

respondents believe the option should be available.

Among married respondents, 45 percent expressed a

desire to keep separate surnames, rising to 52 percent

among married women.

Under current Japanese law, spouses must share the

same surname, with women taking their husband's

name about 95 percent of the time. Experts note that

many women change their surnames out of necessity,

not preference. [Nikkei Asia]

Japan: Female representation in

parliament lowest among G7 nations

(adi/dql) Women held 15.7 percent of parliamentary

seats in Japan as of December 2024, the lowest among

G7 countries, according to a report by the Inter-

Parliamentary Union (IPU). [IPU]

The global average for female lawmakers stands at

27.2 percent, highlighting Japan’s slow progress in

gender parity. While the country has seen a 13

percentage point increase over the past three decades,

its growth rate remains among the slowest worldwide.

Japan ranks 103rd out of 167 countries in terms of

improvements in female political representation.

In comparison, Rwanda, Cuba, and Nicaragua have

female parliamentary representation of 63.8 percent,

55.7 percent, and 55.0 percent, respectively. Many

nations with higher female participation have

introduced quota systems to address gender

disparities in politics.

Japan’s government has set a goal to raise the share of

women in leadership positions to 30 percent as soon

as possible in the 2020s, but progress has been slow.

Discussions on policies such as gender quotas and

work-life balance measures continue as the country

seeks to improve representation in future elections.

[The Japan Times]

Furthermore, Japan ranked 27th out of 29 OECD

countries in The Economist’s 2025 glass-ceiling index,

making it the third-worst developed nation for working

women for the second consecutive year. Only South

Korea and Turkey ranked lower.

The index, released for International Women's Day,

assesses women's role and influence in the workforce

based on 10 metrics, including education, gender pay

gap, parental leave, and politica
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l representation. Nordic countries led the rankings,

with Sweden at the top, followed by Iceland, Finland,

and Norway. [Kyodo News] [The Economist Group]

Japan: Controversial foreign trainee

program to be replaced

(dql) The Cabinet has approved a new policy to replace

the controversial foreign trainee program with a

system explicitly aimed at addressing labor shortages

by attracting overseas workers. Set to take effect by

June 2027, the new scheme will encourage participants

to transition to the more permanent Specified Skilled

Worker visa after three years.

Unlike the current Technical Intern Training Program,

which has been criticized as a source of cheap labor,

the new system will allow workers to change

employers within the same industry under specific

conditions, such as completing one year in a job and

meeting Japanese language and skill requirements.

This addresses concerns about worker exploitation,

including unpaid wages and excessive work hours,

which has led many trainees to abandon their jobs.

[South China Morning Post] [UCA News]

The policy also mandates that foreign workers and

their employers contribute to taxes and social

insurance. Additionally, time spent outside the

workforce due to pregnancy or childbirth will not count

against the five-year residency limit.

Japan introduced the Specified Skilled Worker visa in

2019 to help industries facing severe labor shortages,

including construction, nursing care, and agriculture.

The No. 1 visa permits a five-year stay, while the No. 2

visa allows unlimited renewals and a pathway to

permanent residency, enabling workers to bring their

families.

The number of foreign workers in Japan reached a

record 2.3 million as of October 2023, continuing a

decade-long rise. The Specified Skilled Worker visa

category alone grew nearly 50 percent in the past year,

reaching 206,995 holders. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Concern over Sexual harassment of

job-seeking students persists

(dql) Sexual harassment of students interviewing for

graduate jobs in Japan remains a persistent issue,

despite corporate efforts to address the problem and
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the country's labor shortage. The Japan Harassment

Association continues to receive complaints, primarily

from female university students.

According to findings of a 2024 study by the Ministry of

Health, Labor and Welfare one in three students

engaged in job hunting or internships reported

experiencing sexual harassment.

In response, the government plans to introduce a bill

amending the equal employment opportunity law to

require companies to implement preventive measures

and establish complaint procedures. [Kyodo News]

Japan: High Court declares refusal to

recognize same-sex marriage in law as

unconstitutional

(dql) The Nagoya High Court has ruled that lack of legal

recognition for same-sex marriage in Japan is

unconstitutional, arguing that the current civil law

provisions impose discriminatory legal treatment

based on sexual orientation without a rational basis,

violating constitutional guarantees of equality and

individual dignity.

The ruling marks fourth of such a ruling by a high

court, following similar decisions by the Sapporo,

Tokyo, and Fukuoka high courts in lawsuits challenging

Japan’s ban on same-sex marriage.

Japan’s civil and family registration laws define

marriage exclusively as between a man and a woman,

granting associated legal benefits, such as inheritance

rights, tax advantages, and joint custody, only to

heterosexual couples.

Japan remains the only G7 country that has not

legalized same-sex marriage or civil unions, despite

advocacy from the LGBT community. Of six lawsuits

filed in district courts across Japan, one upheld the ban

as constitutional, two deemed it unconstitutional, and

three ruled it "in a state of unconstitutionality,"

signaling the need for legislative action. [Kyodo News]

[AP News]

For a discussion on the limited impact of recent rulings

on attitudes toward same-sex marriage in Japanese

society, see Robert Nordström at [The Loop]. His

recent survey indicates that “judicial action alone

seems insufficient for influencing public opinion,

especially in the long run” in Japan and cautions that

“supporters of same-sex marriage have little reason to

be optimistic.”
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In a separate development, Japan’s House of

Representatives election last October was ruled

constitutional in terms of vote-value disparities by all

16 high courts and high court branches reviewing the

matter.

Two groups of lawyers had filed lawsuits arguing the

election violated the Constitution’s guarantee of equal

vote value, citing a maximum disparity of 2.06 times

between constituencies. [Nippon.com]

Japan: 1945 Tokyo air raid survivors still

await compensation

(adi) Eighty years after the U.S. firebombing of Tokyo

on March 10, 1945, survivors of the air raid continue to

seek compensation and official recognition from the

Japanese government, as public commemoration

marks one of the deadliest attacks on civilians during

World War II. [Kyodo News]

The raid, carried out by U.S. B-29 bombers, killed an

estimated 100,000 people, injured tens of thousands,

and destroyed large swaths of the capital. Despite the

scale of destruction and civilian suffering, the Japanese

government has never provided direct compensation

to the victims.

Survivors and advocacy groups have long petitioned

the government for redress, arguing that civilian

victims of wartime bombings have been excluded from

postwar relief policies. Successive administrations have

maintained that state compensation is unnecessary,

citing broader reconstruction efforts and general

welfare support. In 2022, a Tokyo court rejected a

damages suit filed by air raid survivors, ruling that no

legal basis exists for compensation. The ruling

reinforced the government’s position and left plaintiffs

with no legal recourse.

As the anniversary passes, survivors continue to call

for legislative measures to recognize their suffering.

Their appeals highlight ongoing gaps in Japan’s

approach to wartime responsibility and support for

civilian victims. [The Asahi Shimbun] [The Guardian]

Japan: Legal bid to halt nuclear reactor

operation fails

(dql) The Hiroshima District Court has rejected a

lawsuit seeking to halt the operation of the Ikata No. 3
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nuclear reactor, operated by Shikoku Electric Power

Co. in western Japan.

The plaintiffs, including 38 survivors of the 1945 atomic

bombings, argued that the reactor posed a high risk of

a serious accident in the event of an earthquake or

volcanic eruption. However, Presiding Judge Kazumi

Ohama ruled that there was no concrete risk to the

plaintiffs' lives and safety. [Kyodo News]

The reactor, which began its operations in 1977, was

restarted in 2016 after passing stricter safety

screenings introduced following the 2011 Fukushima

nuclear disaster. The lawsuit, first filed in 2016,

involved 337 plaintiffs. [The Asahi Shimbun]

The court ruling reflects recent legal and regulatory

developments in Japan which indicate a trend toward

dismissing lawsuits aimed at halting nuclear reactor

operations, aligning with the government's policy to

reintegrate nuclear energy into the country's power

grid (see AiR No. 7, February/2025, 3).

Japan: Largest union demands biggest

wage hike in more than three decades for

2025

(dql) Rengo, Japan’s largest labor union federation with

about seven million members, is demanding a 6.09

percent wage increase this year—the highest in 32

years—amid government and central bank efforts to

sustain economic growth through higher wages. The

push follows a 5.1 percent wage hike in 2024 and a 3.5

percent increase in 2023. [Nikkei Asia]

Broad-based wage growth is also crucial for the Bank

of Japan’s (BOJ) monetary policy. The BOJ, which ended

a decade of massive stimulus last year and raised

interest rates in January, views wage-driven inflation as

a key factor in further rate hikes. Analysts expect

another rate increase in the third quarter of 2025. [FX

Street]

The yen strengthened below 148 per dollar following

Rengo’s survey results. The wage demand includes a

4.51 percent base pay increase, exceeding the union's

2025 minimum wage growth target. Unions in smaller

firms, already under pressure to allocate a larger share

of profits to wages, are seeking an even higher average

increase of 6.57 percent, the largest since 1994.

Annual wage negotiations typically conclude by mid-

March, with approved pay raises taking effect a few

months later. [Reuters]
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Japan: Worsening full-time worker

shortage reported

(adi) Japan is grappling with its worst full-time worker

shortage since the COVID-19 pandemic, with over half

of surveyed companies reporting understaffing,

according to a recent survey by Teikoku Databank Ltd.,

a leading Japanese credit research and business

intelligence company.

In January 2025, 53.4 percent of approximately 11,000

surveyed firms reported a shortage of full-time

workers, marking the highest level since April 2020.

The construction and information technology sectors

were particularly affected, with businesses struggling

to secure skilled employees. Additionally, 30.6 percent

of companies reported shortages of part-time workers,

with restaurants and staffing firms among the hardest

hit. [Kyodo News]

To address the crisis, 68.1 percent of companies

experiencing labor shortages plan to raise wages for

full-time employees starting in April. However, small

and medium-sized enterprises may struggle to keep up

with pay hikes offered by larger corporations,

exacerbating financial difficulties. [AA News]

Amid the labor constraints, Japanese companies are

increasingly turning to automation. Businesses are

deploying service robots in industries such as retail,

hospitality, and logistics to fill workforce gaps and

maintain productivity. Robots are now assisting in

customer service roles, handling deliveries, and

performing tasks that previously relied on human

labor. Projections indicate that Japan’s market for

service robotics will nearly triple by 2030. [Bloomberg]

The worsening labor shortage highlights the urgency

for long-term workforce solutions, with businesses and

policymakers considering strategies to balance

automation, wage adjustments, and labor force

expansion. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Coast Guard conducts counter-

piracy exercise

(dql) On March 5, the Japan Coast Guard (JCG) carried

out a counter-piracy exercise off Cape Muroto,

Shikoku, one of Japan's four main islands extending

into the Pacific Ocean. The drill involved the helicopter-

equipped patrol vessel Settsu and the bulk carrier
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Corona Queen. The exercise was part of broader

efforts to enhance maritime security and strengthen

coordination with regional partners.

This drill followed Settsu’s 50-day deployment to

Southeast Asia, which included counter-piracy

exercises with the Indonesian Coast Guard.

On January 30, Mitsubishi Shipbuilding signed a

contract to build an offshore patrol vessel for

Indonesia’s BAKAMLA, part of a grant agreement

between Indonesia and the Japan International

Cooperation Agency (JICA). [Asian Military Review]

Mongolia: President pardons investigative

journalist 

(fs) President Ukhnaagiin Khürelsükh has granted

pardons to journalist Naran Unurtsetseg and three

other women in recognition of International Women’s

Day.

Unurtsetseg, known for her investigative reporting on

corruption and abuses in Mongolia, was sentenced to

4.9 years in prison in July 2024, a ruling upheld by the

appeals court after she contested the initial verdict

(see AiR No. 30, July/2024, 4).

She was convicted on multiple charges, including

spreading false information that harmed the

reputation of individuals and a legal entity, unlawfully

disclosing protected personal information online, tax

evasion, using assets obtained through tax evasion,

and storing documents containing state secrets.

[GoGo]

Unurtsetseg, editor-in-chief of the Mongolian news

website Zarig.mn, was arrested on December 4, 2023,

on charges including contempt of court and spreading

false information. These charges stemmed from a

Facebook post criticizing the prolonged court hearing

of an elderly individual. [IFJ]

Mongolia: Geological exploration to be

expanded

(fs) Mongolia plans to issue exploration licenses for

10,000 hectares, inviting domestic and foreign

investors, as announced by Minister of Industry and

Mineral Resources Ts.Tuvaan at the 2025 Premier

Mineral Exploration & Mining Convention (PDAC) in

Toronto.
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To expand mineral reserves, the government aims to

intensify exploration and create a unified geo-

information database. The licensing process,

suspended since April 2024, has resumed, with over

900 exploration licenses granted.

Mongolia also joined the Towards Sustainable Mining

initiative and discussed investment opportunities with

the Toronto Stock Exchange, where 11 Mongolia-

related companies are listed.

Currently, geological surveys cover 3.2 percent of

Mongolia’s territory. [Bloomberg TV]

Mongolia: Infrastructure measures

initiated in capital

(fs) The government of Ulaanbaatar has announced

and initiated measures to boost the Mongolian

capital’s infrastructure.

145 education projects to be implemented in 2025

The government of Ulaanbaatar plans to implement

145 education projects throughout 2025, receiving

funding from the State Budget (71 projects), the

capital’s budget (50), and district budgets (14).

The preliminary plan includes the opening of 25

schools, 50 kindergartens, and 14 primary school-

kindergarten complexes.

In 2024, Ulaanbaatar implemented 168 education

sector projects, opening nine schools, 19

kindergartens, and a primary school-kindergarten

complex. [Montsame]

Construction of aerial cable car system begins

Ulaanbaatar launched construction on its aerial cable

car transport system as part of efforts to reduce traffic

congestion on March 10.

The system will consist of 98 cabins, each

accommodating 10 passengers, and will transport up

to 2,320 passengers per hour. Traveling at 22 km/h,

the route will take approximately 11 minutes.

Construction is expected to finish by December 2025,

followed by testing and adjustments before the system

becomes operational in mid-2026. [Montsame]

Plans for price incentives for electric and gas heating in

ger areas unveiled
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(fs) Ulaanbaatar's governor Nyambaatar Khishgee

briefed the Performance Monitoring Unit on a draft

regulation for installing electric heaters and gas-

powered appliances in ger areas designated as air

quality improvement zones. The initiative includes

price incentives to encourage participation.

The draft law, announced on January 8, proposes the

establishment of green and yellow zones within

Ulaanbaatar to mitigate pollution (see Asia in Review

No. 2, January/2025, 2)

The initiative aims to connect households to gas,

electricity, and renewable energy sources, with

incentives expected to cut air pollution from ger areas

by 55.6 to 20.8 percent. Discussions also covered

insulation campaigns and gas connections.

Additionally, Prime Minister Oyun-Erdene

Luvsannamsrai instructed officials to present data on

blue coal’s role in air pollution reduction at the next

Performance Monitoring Unit meeting. [Montsame]

Ger areas in Mongolia are informal settlements

primarily located on the outskirts of Ulaanbaatar. They

are home to a significant portion of the city's

population, consisting mostly of traditional felt yurts

(gers) and self-built houses often lacking basic services

like central heating, running water, and sewage

systems.

Mongolia: Government approves law to

regulate sports betting, ban other

gambling activities

(fs) The Mongolian government has approved a new

law regulating sports betting while explicitly banning

other forms of gambling. The legislation establishes a

special licensing system for sports betting, aiming to

prevent economic crimes and fraud while restricting

the outflow of national currency abroad.

Chief cabinet secretary Uchral Nyam-Osor cited rising

economic crimes, noting that 200 cases in 2023

resulted in losses of MNT 417.2 billion (USD 120

million). Authorities reported that MNT 1.7 trillion (USD

490 million) had been transferred abroad through

illegal gambling.

The law includes amendments to the criminal code to

penalize those facilitating illegal gambling and updates

to the Law on Advertising and the Law on Offenses to

impose fines and prohibit gambling-related

advertisements. [Next.io] [Montsame]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-uk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-uk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-uu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-ol/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-or/


Mongolia: Emergency task force

established to support wildfire-affected

families

(fs) Mongolia’s Deputy Prime Minister and Head of the

National Emergency Management Agency (NEMA)

Amarsaikhan Saibuyan has ordered the creation of an

Emergency Task Force to assist families affected by

wildfires in eastern aimags (provinces).

The task force, led by NEMA Colonel T. Bayarkhuu, will

provide medical care, psychological support, and

reconstruction assistance. It will also address

environmental concerns by sterilizing and disinfecting

affected areas.

Twenty-five families will receive gers (Mongolian

traditional dwelling), food, health kits, and warm

clothing. Officials from various ministries and local

authorities will coordinate relief efforts on-site.

As of March 10, fifteen wildfires have been reported

across 12 soums (districts) in five aimags, with three

still being contained. The fires have burned

approximately 170,000 hectares, destroying homes,

vehicles, livestock, and stored fodder.

Efforts to control the fires are complicated by high

winds and dry conditions. In response, meteorological

teams have conducted cloud-seeding operations,

resulting in light snowfall, with further measures

planned to increase precipitation. [Montsame]

North Korea: Families of troops in Russia

face execution if captured, defectors

report

(kp) North Korean soldiers deployed to Ukraine as part

of Pyongyang’s military support for Russia have been

instructed to avoid capture at all costs, with defectors

and intelligence sources reporting that their families

could face execution if they are taken alive.

According to former North Korean soldiers, captured

troops risk having their relatives sent to political prison

camps or publicly executed as punishment for

revealing information to enemy forces. As a result,

many North Korean soldiers are reportedly choosing to

take their own lives rather than surrender.
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The warnings come amid reports that Pyongyang has

sent more than 12,000 soldiers to Russia in October

2024, and 1,000 more at the beginning of 2025. [See

AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1]

In an exclusive interview from ABC News, North

Korean defectors Pak Yusung, a researcher at the

North Korea Institute, and Ryu Seong-hyeon, a former

North Korean military sergeant, suggested that the

North Korean troops being deployed to fight in Russia’s

war with Ukraine are ill-prepared for modern combat.

Both believed that North Korean soldiers possess little

to no experience in countering drone warfare or

operating advanced weapons but are being

incentivized with the lie that “they are finally killing

Americans.”

This aligns with statements from South Korea’s

National Intelligence Service (NIS), which suspected

that the high casualty rate for North Korean soldiers is

due to their “lack of understanding of modern warfare”

and outdated training. Videos released by Ukraine

appear to show North Korean troops being

overwhelmed by aerial assaults from drones, further

underscoring their lack of battlefield awareness. In a

separate interview by NBC News, another North

Korean defector and former soldier Lee Chul Eun

lamented the deployment of North Korean troops to

become “cannon fodder” for Russia. He and other

defectors expressed hope that exposure to the outside

world may inspire North Korean soldiers to defect

rather than die for a foreign cause. Meanwhile,

defectors have begun using platforms like YouTube

and smuggled leaflets to encourage North Korean

troops in Ukraine to surrender rather than sacrifice

themselves. [The Independent] [NBC News]

The harsh reality and consequences for captured

soldiers was highlighted in January when Ukraine

announced it had taken two North Korean troops

prisoner—the first confirmed instance of Pyongyang’s

soldiers being captured alive in the war. While being

interviewed, both soldiers admitted to not knowing

that their opponents were Ukrainian. One, however,

revealed that the North has military training sites that

are modeled after the cities of Seoul, Busan, Daegu,

Jeonju, and Jeju Island. [Yonhap News Agency]

Based on a recording presented on March 4 by South

Korean lawmaker Yu Yong-weon, both soldiers

confirmed in their interviews that they intend to defect

to South Korea. NIS officials and Yu expressed concern

over delays to ongoing discussions about repatriation,

as waiting too long could mean returning to the North

where they could face execution alongside their
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families. [The Chosun Daily 1] [See also AiR No. 8,

February/2025, 4]

A report from March 5 revealed that in US intelligence

and intercepted Russian communications with North

Korea both Washington and Moscow have expressed a

desire to intercept the repatriation. This is also further

complicated by current ceasefire negotiations between

US President Donald Trump and Russian leader

Vladimir Putin, which could determine the fate of the

two North Korean prisoners of war. North Korea has

denied its involvement, the Pak and Ryu warned that

Pyongyang will continue sending troops if the war

drags on, further entrenching its military ties with

Russia. [The Chosun Daily 2]

North Korea: Foreign tourism suddenly

paused after recent reopening

(kp) North Korea quickly suspended the entry of

foreign tourists on March 6, just weeks after reopening

to international visitors for the first time in nearly five

years (see AiR No. 7, February/2025, 3).

China-based tour agencies Koryo Tours and Young

Pioneer Tours (YPT) announced that trips to Rason, a

northeastern special economic zone, have been

paused without explanation. Koryo Tours called the

situation "unprecedented," while YPT advised travelers

with planned visits in April and May to delay flight

bookings until more information is available.

The sudden suspension follows North Korea’s limited

reopening last month, which allowed Western tourists

into Rason after years of strict COVID-19 border

controls. Since September 2023, North Korea had only

permitted Russian visitors for restricted group tours

before expanding entry to foreigners in recent weeks.

[BBC]

The move had raised speculation that Pyongyang

might further open its tourism sector, which remains a

critical source of foreign currency amid international

sanctions on its nuclear and missile programs. Tourism

also plays a role in North Korea’s external propaganda

efforts.

The abrupt halt to tours, however, raises questions

about the country’s long-term tourism policies and the

stability of its recent reopening. [Yonhap News Agency]
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North Korea: New Nuclear-power

submarine under construction

(dql) In a latest show of nuclear muscle flexing North

Korea has unveiled a nuclear-powered submarine

under construction, marking a significant security

threat to South Korea. [KCNA]

U.S. State media released photos of what it called a

“nuclear-powered strategic guided missile submarine,”

reporting that leader Kim Jong Un inspected major

shipyards. While details remain scarce, the vessel is

estimated to be a 6,000-7,000-ton class submarine

capable of carrying about 10 nuclear-capable missiles.

A nuclear-powered submarine was among the

advanced weapons Kim pledged to develop in 2021,

alongside solid-fueled intercontinental ballistic

missiles, hypersonic weapons, spy satellites, and multi-

warhead missiles. North Korea has since conducted

extensive testing to advance these capabilities. A

submarine-based missile launch would be particularly

concerning, as it is harder to detect in advance.

Given North Korea's economic constraints, questions

have arisen about how it secured the resources and

technology for such a project. Observers assume that

Pyongyang may have received Russian assistance in

exchange for supplying conventional weapons and

troops for Russia’s war in Ukraine, estimating the

submarine could be launched within one to two years

for testing before deployment.

North Korea operates one of the world's largest

submarine fleets, with an estimated 70-90 diesel-

powered vessels, though most are outdated and

limited to torpedo and mine deployment. In 2023,

Pyongyang claimed to have launched its first "tactical

nuclear attack submarine," but foreign analysts

suspect it was a repurposed diesel-powered vessel.

Since 2016, North Korea has tested underwater-

launched ballistic missiles, but all trials were

conducted from a single 2,000-ton-class submarine

with one launch tube, widely regarded as a test

platform rather than an operational warship. [AP

News]

Amid rising tensions, North Korea has escalated its

rhetoric against the U.S. and South Korea ahead of

their upcoming military exercises. During his shipyard

visits, Kim emphasized modernizing both surface and

underwater warships to counter the “hostile forces’

gunboat diplomacy.”[Rodong Sinmun]
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Meanwhile, North Korea is reportedly nearing

completion of its first airborne early warning and

control (AEW&C) aircraft, with satellite imagery

capturing an Ilyushin IL-76 aircraft at a Pyongyang

airport featuring a large radome, a key component of

AEW&C systems.

The radome’s triangular design resembles certain

Chinese AEW&C models, raising speculation about

potential foreign involvement. While direct Chinese

assistance is unconfirmed, Russia remains a strong

possibility given its deepening defense ties with North

Korea, particularly in exchange for artillery supplies

amid the Ukraine war.

If operational, the AEW&C system would enhance

North Korea’s ability to track enemy aircraft and

coordinate air defenses, even if it falls short of U.S. and

South Korean capabilities. Over time, it could facilitate

integration with advanced Russian fighter jets or air

defense systems if Moscow provides further support.

The modified IL-76, previously part of Air Koryo’s fleet,

was transferred to a maintenance facility in October

2023, where a security barrier was erected. By

November, modifications began on the fuselage,

culminating in the installation of the radome by early

2025. North Korean state media has yet to

acknowledge the development. [38 North] [The

EurAsian Times]

South Korea: President Yoon meets with

party leadership following release from

detention

(kp) President Yoon Suk Yeol met with senior leaders of

the ruling People Power Party (PPP) on March 9, a day

after his release from detention. The meeting, held at

his official residence, marked his first engagement with

party officials since a court invalidated his arrest

warrant, allowing him to stand trial without physical

detention over his attempted martial law declaration in

December. Yoon expressed appreciation to party

leaders for maintaining unity during his absence and

shared his experiences in custody.

The PPP emergency committee head Kwon Young-se

and floor leader Kweon Seong-dong attended the

meeting. Party spokesperson Shin Dong-wook

described the conversation as informal and centered

on recent political developments. The engagement

comes ahead of an expected Constitutional Court

ruling on whether to uphold or dismiss Yoon’s

impeachment.
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On the same day, rival rallies were held across Seoul

reflecting the nation’s political polarization.

Conservative groups held pro-Yoon demonstrations

near the presidential residence, with activist pastor

Jeon Kwang-hoon claiming the impeachment had lost

meaning after Yoon’s release. Opposition activists,

however, staged mass protests near Gyeongbok

Palace, calling for Yoon’s permanent removal from

office.

The main opposition Democratic Party (DP) joined the

rallies, declaring a “nonstop protest” and vowed that all

170 party lawmakers would demonstrate until a ruling

is issued, with some of them conducting hunger strikes

and head-shaving protests to pressure the

Constitutional Court to uphold National Assembly’s

impeachment vote. The party also announced it would

pursue legal action against Prosecutor General Shim

Woo-jung for not appealing Yoon’s release. [Yonhap

News Agency 1] [The Korea Herald]

The DP, along with four minor opposition parties, also

pledged to seek Shim’s resignation and push for his

impeachment if he refuses to step down. Daily rallies

near the Constitutional Court are planned by both

conservative and opposition groups until a final verdict

is issued.

Meanwhile, the PPP has warned the court that

removing Yoon from office could trigger public

backlash, especially if he is ultimately acquitted of

insurrection charges. As legal and political tensions

escalate, the Constitutional Court’s forthcoming

decision is expected to significantly influence the

country’s political trajectory. [The Chosun Daily]

[Yonhap News Agency 2]

South Korea: "Power Broker" questioned

for third time in high-profile corruption

case

(mm) South Korean prosecutors have interrogated self-

proclaimed "power broker" Myung Tae-kyun for the

third time, as they intensify their probe into the alleged

ties between Seoul Mayor Oh Se-hoon and Myung

during the 2021 mayoral by-election.

Myung, who is currently detained on charges of

violating political funding laws, claims he met mayor

Oh "seven times during the campaign" and that the

mayor had requested a falsified poll result to gain an

advantage over his opponent. Prosecutors have also

raided the residence and office of businessman Kim

Han-Jeong, a known Oh sponsor, over allegations he
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paid Myung KRW 33 million (USD 24,000) to conduct

polls in Oh's favor. The mayor has denied any wrong-

doing, saying he cut ties with Myung in January 2021

after questioning the reliability of the poll survey. 

[Korea JoongAng Daily 1]

Myung's latest interrogations come a day after

prosecutors questioned two key aides of mayor Oh -

former deputy mayor Kang Cheol-won and political

adviser Park Chan-gu – both of whom were involved in

Oh's 2021 election campaign. Kang dismissed Myung's

claims as "95 percent false", insisting the mayor had

never met Myung in connection to opinion polls.

[Korea Joongang Daily 2]

This inquiry is part of the wider “Myung Tae-kyun

Election Peddling Scandal,” which alleges Myung

influenced candidacy nominations and public office

appointments for high-profile political figures,

including the presidential couple. The case has gained

momentum since the National Assembly approved a

special counsel probe into Myung’s activities on

February 28 (see AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1).

With the central government facing a March 15

deadline to approve or veto the bill, the investigation is

emerging as a major test of South Korea’s campaign

finance laws and election integrity. [Korea Times]

[Korea JoongAng Daily 1]

South Korea: Former ruling party

chairman accuses political leaders of

“politics of extremism”   

(fn) Former ruling People Power Party (PPP) leader Han

Dong-hoon has blamed suspended President Yoon Suk

Yeol and opposition Democratic Party Chair Lee Jae-

myung for fueling political extremism in South Korea.

Speaking at the launch of his book The People Come

First – widely seen as his political comeback –, Han

warned that extremism was taking a “dangerous turn”

and called for constitutional revision to restore political

accountability. 

Han criticized the DP’ repeated impeachment attempts

against Yoon’s officials and accused Yoon of

attempting martial law, arguing both actions exposed

constitutional weaknesses. He stressed that past

leaders upheld democratic principles, but trust in

leadership had now eroded.

Addressing rumors about his alleged pro-China stance,

Han dismissed them, citing his past policies to broaden

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-ny/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-nj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-nt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-ni/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-nd/


espionage laws and restrict voting rights for

noncitizens, particularly Chinese nationals.

Han also labeled Lee Jae-myung as “the most

dangerous man in Korea,” pointing to Lee’s legal

troubles and the political instability caused by Yoon’s

impeachment. He linked the nationwide protests to a

growing sense of crisis over the country’s political

future.

Fifteen People Power Party lawmakers, known as Han’s

allies, attended the event, underscoring his influence

within the party. His book details his final days as party

leader after Yoon’s failed martial law declaration and

impeachment. Han defended his decision to back

Yoon’s impeachment as necessary to protect the

conservative party and national stability. [The Korea

Herald]

Han was forced to step down as party leader on

December 16, following significant internal party strife.

The catalyst for his resignation was the division over

the impeachment of President Yoon Suk Yeol at the

National Assembly. Despite his position as leader of

the ruling party, Han defied party lines by supporting

the motion to impeach President Yoon, which was a

controversial move that worsened his standing within

the party and among its supporters.

As he aims to rebuild his political base, he stresses the

need for constitutional reforms to address the growing

extremism in South Korea’s political landscape, while

also attempting to appeal to younger voters for his

future political ambitions.  [The Korea Times]

South Korea: Government launches large

fund to boost domestic industries

(kp) South Korea has announced the creation of a KRW

50 trillion (USD 34 billion) policy fund to support key

domestic industries, including semiconductors and

automobiles, as global competition and trade

protectionism intensify. The announcement was made

during a March 5 meeting attended by economy-

related ministers and chaired by acting President Choi

Sang-mok. [Ministry of Economy and Finance, South

Korea] [KBS]

The initiative, led by state-run Korea Development

Bank, aims to provide financial assistance in the form

of low-interest loans and investments over the next

five years to ensure domestic firms remain competitive

in cutting-edge technologies. The fund is expected to

help companies invest in research, development, and
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production expansion, strengthening South Korea’s

position as a leader in advanced industries.

A portion of the newly established fund will integrate

an existing financial support package designed

specifically for the semiconductor industry. [Channel

News Asia]

The decision comes amid growing concerns over

international trade tensions, particularly following U.S.

President Donald Trump’s return to office in January.

His administration has threatened to introduce tariffs

targeting major industries such as semiconductors,

automobiles, and biopharmaceuticals.

The government described the fund as part of efforts

as a "war without gun smoke," emphasizing the

increasing importance of economic security in

response to shifting global trade policies. In an earlier

strongly-worded US-critical statement last month, the

government declared an "all-out war" on trade

challenges, with Acting President Choi Sang-mok

warning that “[t]he fate of nations will differ depending

on how they respond to the trade war initiated by the

United States.” [AiR No. 7, February/2025, 3][Business

Korea]

Over the past years, South Korea has been expanding

support for its strategic industries, having designated

12 key sectors for prioritized investment and

protection. These include future mobility, rechargeable

batteries, artificial intelligence, and aerospace, among

others. [Global Economy]

South Korea: Potential presidential

candidate unveils "KOGA" vision

(fn) Seoul Mayor Oh Se-hoon has publicly introduced

the "KOGA" slogan—an acronym for "Korea Growth

Again"—as part of his vision for revitalizing South

Korea’s economy, signaling his implicit presidential

ambitions. The slogan emphasizes systemic changes

needed to enhance the country’s growth and

sustainability.

Speaking at a recent forum, Oh highlighted the

importance of regulatory reform, voicing concerns over

the country’s dependence on outdated industries and

burdensome regulations. He proposed essential

reforms including tax and labor market changes,

investment in infrastructure, and deregulation to

achieve a 5 percent real growth rate. [The Korea

Herald]
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South Korea: State pension fund recovers

half of investment in retailer

(fn) South Korea's National Pension Service (NPS) has

recovered around half of its KRW 612.1 billion won

(USD 423.5 million) stake in Homeplus Co., a

prominent retailer that recently began a court-led

rehabilitation process due to liquidity issues.

The NPS made its initial investment in Homeplus in

2015 when the retail chain was purchased by private

equity firm MBK Partners, mostly through redeemable

convertible preferred stock (RCPS), a financial

instrument that provides fixed dividends and

conversion options.

The NPS has recouped KRW 313.1 billion (241.6 million

USD) of its investment via refinancing and dividends,

with the conditions of the RCPS remaining the same as

in the original agreement. In spite of Homeplus

entering rehabilitation, the NPS has committed to

continue its efforts to recover the remaining of its

investment. The retailer's rehabilitation was initiated

due to liquidity concerns and a downgrade in its credit

rating by local agencies. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Government introduces new

visa programs to bring in global experts to

high-tech industry

(kp) South Korea has introduced a new visa initiative

aimed at recruiting top international professionals in

strategic high-tech sectors, including semiconductors,

artificial intelligence, biotechnology, robotics, and

defense. The "Top-Tier Visa" program, set to launch

this month, offers substantial incentives such as a 50

percent income tax reduction, long-term residency

benefits, and the right for visa holders to bring their

families, parents, and domestic helpers. The visa also

provides a pathway to permanent residency and

unrestricted employment opportunities for eligible

candidates.

To qualify, applicants must hold a master’s or doctoral

degree from a top 100 global university, have at least

eight years of professional experience—including three

years at a global top 500 company—and an annual

salary of at least KRW 140 million (USD 100,000). The

initiative also includes financial assistance for housing

and support for international school enrollment for

children. The government plans to support settlement
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services such as banking, telecommunications, and

residency registration to ease integration for foreign

professionals. The initiative reflects Seoul’s push to

enhance its workforce competitiveness amid global

talent shortages.

In addition to the Top-Tier Visa, South Korea is

launching a D-10 job-search visa for advanced degree

holders and a “Youth Dream Visa” to provide work and

cultural opportunities for youth from countries with

historical or economic ties to Korea.

The government also aims to address labor shortages

in caregiving by expanding visa pathways for qualified

foreign workers trained at South Korean institutions.

South Korea government officials said full

administrative and financial support will be provided to

help foreign professionals and their families settle and

thrive in South Korea’s competitive economy. [The

Chosun Daily] [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Police prepare security

measures ahead of President Yoon's

impeachment ruling

(fn) South Korean police are implementing safety

measures ahead of the upcoming decision of the

Constitutional Court on President Yoon Suk Yeol’s

impeachment, expected as early as this week.

To prevent possible violence during the anticipated

rallies, the National Police Agency is contemplating a

prohibition on the distribution of firearms used for

hunting dangerous wild animals, as well as monitoring

the locations of gun owners on the day of the ruling.

This measure mirrors a similar action taken during the

impeachment of former President Park Geun-hye in

2017.

Furthermore, officials are considering establishing a

no-fly zone over the Constitutional Court to prevent

aircraft and drones from entering the area. Police are

also investigating a tip-off regarding a regional youth

group, reportedly backed by a conservative figure, that

is allegedly plotting terrorist actions against the judges

of the Constitutional Court. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Naval exercise targets

proliferation of weapons of mass

destruction
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(dql) The South Korean Navy conducted maritime drills

on March 11 as part of efforts to combat the

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD).

The exercise took place off Gageodo Island, involving

three warships, including the Jeonbuk frigate, Navy

special forces, and a coast guard vessel.

Carried out a day after the launch of the South Korea-

U.S. Freedom Shield exercise (see article in this

edition), the drills focused on detecting and

intercepting a vessel suspected of carrying WMD-

related cargo, with special forces boarding the ship via

fast-rope from a UH-60 helicopter.

In a separate exercise, the Navy’s Second Fleet,

responsible for the western coast and Yellow Sea,

conducted defense drills in Pyeongtaek-Dangjin. These

drills, involving Army troops, police, and coast guard

personnel, simulated responses to aerial, chemical,

biological, and radiological threats against the port’s

international terminal.

South Korea’s military plans further drills throughout

the Freedom Shield exercise, which continues until

March 20. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: KF-16 Jets accidentally bomb

civilian area during drill

(fn) Two South Korean KF-16 fighter jets mistakenly

dropped bombs on a civilian area outside the

designated training zone during a live-fire exercise in

Pocheon, Gyeonggi Province, injuring 31 people,

including 19 civilians. The incident occurred during

joint drills with the U.S. military and resulted in

significant property damage. A preliminary

investigation by the Air Force has confirmed that pilot

error, due to incorrect target coordinates, was the

primary cause of the accident. [Yonhap News Agency

1]

In response to the incident, Air Force Chief of Staff

Gen. Lee Young-su vowed to overhaul the training

system, strengthen procedures for confirming target

coordinates, and improve safety protocols. The Air

Force has suspended live-fire drills until corrective

measures are implemented, but other flight missions

will gradually resume in coordination with the ongoing

U.S.-South Korea Freedom Shield exercise. [Yonhap

News Agency 2]

In the latest development of the incident, the armed

services dismissed two Air Force commanders on

March 11 citing dereliction of duty and inadequate
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supervision as reasons for their removal. [Yonhap

News Agency 3]

Taiwan: Citizen groups unite in

nationwide recall campaign against

opposition party legislators

(ce) A coalition of over 70 civic organizations across

Taiwan has launched a coordinated effort to support

recall campaigns against 32 legislators from the main

opposition party, the Kuomintang (KMT). This

nationwide movement aims to gather enough voter

signatures to trigger the second stage of the recall

process, requiring at least 10 percent of voters in each

district. To achieve this, citizen groups are organizing

public events in key areas to raise awareness about the

recall initiatives and the legislative actions of the

targeted opposition lawmakers.

In response to reported instances of harassment and

intimidation directed at recall campaigners, a broad

coalition of civil organizations has pledged to provide

resources and staff to support the signature drives.

The Humanistic Education Foundation, a non-profit

organization, has called for the establishment of a task

force to monitor and counteract interference, including

threats and privacy violations against campaign

leaders. [Taipei Times 1]

Recall efforts against KMT lawmakers in central Taiwan

advance amid allegations of petition fraud

Recall campaigns targeting KMT lawmakers in central

Taiwan have progressed to the second phase, with

organizers collecting petition forms from the Central

Election Commission (CEC) in Taipei. As of March 7,

numerous recall motions against KMT legislators had

successfully passed the initial review, along with

motions targeting the opposition Democratic

Progressive Party (DPP) councilors and suspended

Hsinchu Mayor Ann Kao.

Campaigners have now initiated the second stage of

the recall process for KMT lawmakers in several central

Taiwan counties. In New Taipei City, a prominent recall

organizer has also secured the necessary second-stage

petition forms for a campaign against a KMT legislator.

The process has been complicated by accusations from

the DPP, claiming that the KMT included signatures

from deceased individuals in its petitions. A KMT Youth

League member refuted this, explaining that verifying

a petitioner's status based on their signature alone is

not possible. The CEC has reiterated that local
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household registration offices are responsible for

verifying signatures, with findings reviewed by local

election committees. [Taipei Times 2]

Amid these campaigns, the KMT denied reports 

suggesting it was considering a no-confidence vote

against the Cabinet in response to the recall efforts. A

senior KMT official had claimed that KMT Chairman

Eric Chu might reconsider the move after observing

the DPP’s success. However, the KMT emphasized that

its focus remains on key issues and denied any internal

discussions about a no-confidence vote. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: KMT leader Fu Kun-chi criticizes

TSMC's US investment

(ce) A significant debate has erupted in Taiwan

concerning TSMC's substantial USD100 billion

investment in the United States (see AiR No. 9,

March/2025, 1) with main opposition Kuomintang

(KMT) legislator Fu Kun-chi voicing serious concerns

that this move could jeopardize Taiwan's national

security and diminish its "Silicon Shield," a term

referring to the nation's strategic importance due to its

dominance in advanced semiconductor

manufacturing.

Premier Cho Jung-tai countered Fu's concerns by

emphasizing that TSMC, as a private entity, operates

independently. He reassured the public that the

Ministry of Economic Affairs would thoroughly review

major investments and reiterated the government's

commitment to maintaining Taiwan's technological

leadership and ensuring the global competitiveness of

its businesses.

Fu remained steadfast, insisting that TSMC's advanced

manufacturing capabilities are indispensable for

Taiwan's security and must remain domestically.

Premier Cho, in turn, challenged Fu, referencing an

alleged statement made in Hong Kong. Fu clarified that

he was speaking on behalf of the Legislative Yuan,

while Cho reiterated the government's support for

Taiwanese companies expanding internationally.

The debate ignited further criticism from members of

the KMT, with some questioning why TSMC's

investment proceeded without prior government

review. Economics Minister Kuo Jyh-huei clarified that

TSMC had not finalized its investment decision and had

not directly consulted the government. He also pointed

out that companies like TSMC, when investing in the

US, prioritize fair treatment and equal opportunities.

[Taiwan News]
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Taiwan: Enhancing national resilience

(ce) President Lai Ching-te, speaking at the Global

Cooperation and Training Framework (GCTF) workshop

in Taipei, underscored Taiwan's commitment to

strengthening societal resilience and fostering

international partnerships. With representatives from

30 nations in attendance, Lai emphasized Taiwan's

contributions to addressing pressing global challenges

and its active participation in promoting democratic

principles. [President Office, Taiwan]

To enhance its resilience, Taiwan is establishing the

Whole-of-Society Defense Resilience Committee within

the Presidential Office. This committee will streamline

coordination between central and local authorities

during emergencies, focusing on critical areas such as

civilian force training, material readiness, and

infrastructure protection. Lai highlighted the

importance of preparing for "high-intensity gray zone

operations and near-conflict situations," citing recent

tabletop exercises designed to test and refine Taiwan's

response capabilities.

Recognizing the crucial role of public preparedness,

Taiwan will also be collaborating with organizations like

the American Institute in Taiwan (AIT) – the de-facto US

embassy in Taiwan – to improve emergency response

skills. These initiatives include first-aid training and the

development of volunteer disaster response teams,

empowering citizens to actively participate in building

a more resilient society.

Lai further emphasized Taiwan's commitment to

leveraging its strengths in information,

communications, and advanced technology to

contribute to global cybersecurity and technological

innovation. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Chinese cyberattack detected

(ce) Taiwan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA)

confirmed that it was targeted by a Chinese

cyberattack, affirming that no data breaches occurred.

This announcement came after Washington

announced indictments against a slew of alleged

Chinese hackers on 5 March. The ministry condemned

China's hacking activities and vowed to bolster its

cyber defenses and work more closely with

international partners. Spokesperson Hsiao Kuang-wei

of the foreign ministry told CNA that its sensitive
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operations make it a long-standing target for Chinese

cyberattacks. [CNA]

The US indictments revealed a network of Chinese

hackers, including those linked to I-Soon, a Chinese

cybersecurity company accused of conducting hacking

operations on behalf of the Chinese government. I-

Soon, described as "a key player in the PRC's hacker-

for-hire ecosystem," was accused of launching attacks

on government agencies, critical infrastructure, and

media organizations worldwide. Among the high-

profile targets were the US Defense Intelligence

Agency, foreign ministries, and religious groups. I-Soon

is alleged to have charged Chinese intelligence

agencies between US $10,000 to US $75,000 for each

e-mail inbox it hacked, with additional payments for

analyzing them.

Following the US indictments and subsequent Treasury

sanctions against a Shanghai-based company for cyber

activities, MOFA confirmed it had been targeted in a

Chinese cyberattack. While MOFA asserts it has a

robust security infrastructure, including a 24/7 control

center, these events highlight the ongoing vulnerability

of Taiwan and the persistent nature of global cyber

threats. The Chinese embassy, meanwhile, condemned

the US sanctions, opposing what it termed 'long-arm

jurisdiction. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Enhancing asymmetric defense

with integrated drone systems

(ce) In a strategic pivot to counter escalating regional

tensions and Chinese military pressure, Taiwan's

Ministry of National Defense is embarking on a

comprehensive modernization of its defense

capabilities, with a significant emphasis on integrating

advanced drone technology and uncrewed vessels.

This initiative aims to bolster Taiwan's asymmetric

warfare capabilities and enhance its defense resilience.

The ministry is actively procuring and developing four

distinct types of attack drones, each designed for

specific combat roles, including short-range strikes,

loitering munitions, vertical take-off and landing, and

low-cost missile-like payloads. Complementing these

drone initiatives, the Chungshan Institute of Science

and Technology (CSIST) is leading the development of

uncrewed attack boats through the Kuachi Project,

with trials scheduled for June. [Taipei Times 1]

Recognizing the growing importance of drone

technology, Taiwan is also intensifying its military

training. Drone training will be integrated with
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precision missile drills, and joint operations training

involving drones with land, sea, and air forces is

becoming essential. There is also a consideration to

include drone operations in this year's Han Kuang live-

fire exercises.

These efforts are aligned with the "hellscape" strategy,

a concept advocated by former US Admiral Aquilino

and reaffirmed by Admiral Paparo, which involves

deploying swarms of low-cost drones, ships, and

submarines to deter or disrupt enemy forces.

However, officials acknowledge that significant effort is

needed to achieve the required capabilities.  

Challenges remain, including the complexity of

integrating drones into joint combat and live-fire

exercises, limited training zones, and the need for

further research on integrating drones with other

military equipment. There is also discussion about

incorporating civilian drones into military operations.  

To maximize combat effectiveness, joint training must

go beyond basic testing and focus on enhancing

overall operational capabilities. Live-fire exercises and

Han Kuang drills are crucial for validating military

technologies and combat concepts. Drones are also

seen as essential for target acquisition with systems

like HIMARS. Furthermore, the "hellscape" strategy

requires reducing costs and treating suicide drones as

expendable munitions, while leveraging AI technology

for drone coordination and mission allocation. The

navy is also encouraged to acquire uncrewed

platforms as supplementary firepower for its littoral

combat command. [Taipei Times 2]  

Taiwan: Stiffer penalties for military

espionage

(ce) In a move to counter what it describes as

escalating Chinese Communist Party (CCP) infiltration,

Taiwan's Ministry of National Defense (MND)

announced plans to propose legislation that would

severely punish active military personnel who pledge

loyalty to an enemy and compromise military

interests.  

The proposed amendment to Article 24 of the Criminal

Code of the Armed Forces aims to address a growing

concern, as evidenced by a recent National Security

Bureau report. The report revealed that the number of

Chinese spies prosecuted in Taiwan rose to 64 last

year, with 28 of those individuals being active military

personnel.  
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Under the MND's proposed bill, active military

members who express allegiance to an enemy –

through verbal statements, actions, visual media,

digital records, or any other means that significantly

harm military interests – would face imprisonment for

one to seven years. The ministry highlighted that

recent collaborative efforts with national security

agencies have uncovered a surge in CCP espionage

and spying activities.  

The MND further noted that financial incentives,

investment schemes, and gambling inducements are

frequently used to recruit military personnel. These

individuals are often compelled to sign loyalty

documents or record videos pledging allegiance to the

enemy, actions that pose a serious threat to national

security.  

Following legal procedures, the MND intends to submit

the bill to the Executive Yuan for review. The ministry

reiterated that the existing laws mandate active

military personnel to remain loyal to the nation,

protect its citizens, and diligently safeguard national

security. The proposed legislation aims to strengthen

accountability for acts of treason or unlawful behavior.

[Taipei Times]
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Bangladesh: Government moves to amend

laws for faster rape trials amid

nationwide protests
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(ij/lm) The Bangladesh interim government is set to

amend laws to accelerate rape investigations and trials

following public outrage over the rape of an eight-year-

old girl in Magura. The proposed changes come amid

nationwide protests demanding swift justice and

government accountability.

Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus chaired a meeting

where Law Adviser Asif Nazrul announced that the

investigation period for rape cases would be reduced

from 30 days to 15 days, and trials must be completed

within 90 days instead of 180. Investigators failing to

meet deadlines will face consequences, and the

accused will be denied bail until the trial concludes.

Additionally, mandatory DNA collection—which is often

unavailable—may be replaced with medical reports as

evidence to prevent delays.

The urgency for reform is underlined by recent a Brac

University study showing that between 2009 and 2014,

the conviction rate under the Women and Children

Repression Prevention Act was just 0.86 percent.

Researchers cited flawed investigations, insufficient

evidence, and systemic loopholes exploited by

offenders as major issues. [Dhaka Tribune 1]

At the same time, while the government moves to

reform the law, the situation on the ground remains

tense as protests intensify across the country.

Public outrage has been fueled by the Magura case,

where an eight-year-old girl was raped while visiting

her sister’s in-laws. She remains unconscious at the

Combined Military Hospital (CMH) in Dhaka, suffering

from severe injuries, infections, and brain damage.

[Dhaka Tribune 2] [The Daily Star 1]

Police arrested all four suspects—her sister’s father-in-

law, brother-in-law, husband, and mother-in-law. A

Magura court placed the father-in-law on a seven-day

remand and the others for five days. Security concerns

prevented their court appearance, as protesters

blocked roads and demanded their execution. [Dhaka

Tribune 3] [Dhaka Tribune 4]

Protests have erupted nationwide. Students from

Dhaka University (DU), Jahangirnagar University (JU),

and Rajshahi University (RU) have staged

demonstrations, calling for a special tribunal,

immediate investigations, and the dismissal of Home

Affairs Adviser Jahangir Alam Chowdhury, whom they

accuse of failing to protect women. The "University

Teachers’ Network" has also condemned government

inaction, calling for gender-sensitive education and

institutional safeguards. [Dhaka Tribune ] [Dhaka
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Tribune 6] [The Daily Star 2] [The Daily Star 3] [Dhaka

Tribune 7]

Women’s rights activists staged protests in front of the

National Parliament in Dhaka, demanding urgent

government action against rising gender-based

violence. Organized under the banner “Women Against

Violence on Women,” the demonstrations accused the

interim government of failing to protect women

despite promises of justice and gender equality. [The

Daily Star 4] [Dhaka Tribune 8]

Amid mounting pressure, the High Court (HC) has

intervened in the Magura rape case, describing the

crime as "the highest level of injustice." The HC

directed police to complete the investigation within 30

days and ordered Magura's Women and Children

Repression Prevention Tribunal to dispose of the case

within 180 days of accepting the chargesheet.

Additionally, the HC instructed authorities to ensure

the health, security, and welfare of the child and her

elder sister. The court also mandated the immediate

removal of the victim’s name, photos, and videos from

social media and news outlets, with reports on

compliance due by March 17. [The Daily Star 5]

Bangladesh: Supreme Court acquits

Tarique Rahman, Mamun in money

laundering case

(lm) The Appellate Division of Bangladesh’s Supreme

Court has acquitted BNP's acting chairman Tarique

Rahman and his close associate Gias Uddin Al Mamun

in a money laundering case, overturning a previous

High Court ruling that sentenced them to seven years

in prison. The Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) filed

the case in 2009, alleging that they laundered BDT

204.1 million (USD 1.68 million) to Singapore between

2003 and 2007. The lower court acquitted Tarique in

2013 but sentenced Mamun to seven years and fined

him BDT 400 million (USD 3.28 million). The High Court

later convicted Tarique in 2016 and upheld Mamun’s

sentence, but today's ruling by the Appellate Division

nullifies that decision.

Tarique, the son of former Prime Minister Khaleda Zia

and the late President Ziaur Rahman, was arrested in

2007 during an anti-corruption crackdown under the

military-backed caretaker government. Released on

bail in 2008, he left for the UK, where he has lived in

exile. In recent years, he has been convicted in multiple

corruption and criminal cases in Bangladesh, though

he continues to lead BNP from abroad. [The Daily Star]
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This acquittal follows a broader shift in legal rulings

favoring BNP leaders. Earlier this year, the Supreme

Court upheld the High Court’s decision to acquit

Khaleda Zia in the Zia Charitable Trust corruption case,

dismissing an appeal by the state and the ACC. With

this ruling, she stands acquitted in both the Zia

Orphanage Trust and Zia Charitable Trust cases, in

which she was previously convicted and sentenced to

prison. However, she remains on bail in other pending

cases. [AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1]

Bangladesh: Interim government

reaffirms election timeline, seeks swift

agreement on ‘National Charter’

(lm) Chief Adviser to Bangladesh’s interim government,

Muhammad Yunus, has reiterated that general

elections will take place between December 2025 and

March 2026, depending on the progress of political

and electoral reforms. In an interview with the BBC,

Yunus stated that if reforms are completed swiftly,

elections could be held as early as December;

otherwise, they may be delayed by a few months.

Yunus, who assumed leadership after the ousting of

former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina last year,

admitted he was initially unprepared for the role but

has since prioritized restoring law and order and

stabilizing the economy. Hasina fled to India and

remains in exile while facing charges of crimes against

humanity in Bangladesh. It remains unclear whether

her Awami League party will participate in the

upcoming elections.[The Daily Star 1]

Against this backdrop, the National Consensus

Commission has begun discussions with political

parties to formulate a "National Charter" that would

guide future governance. The commission has sought

input from 34 political parties and alliances on 166

reform recommendations, covering constitutional,

electoral, judicial, public administration, and anti-

corruption measures. Political parties have until March

13 to submit their feedback, after which discussions

will begin. They can express full or partial agreement

or disagreement with the proposals and indicate their

preferred method of implementation, including

ordinances, referendums, or parliamentary

amendments.

The commission has excluded the Police Reform

Commission’s recommendations from this framework,

as it believes they can be implemented through

administrative measures rather than constitutional

changes. To ensure broader participation, the
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commission will also launch a website to collect public

feedback on key recommendations. Yunus has

emphasized the importance of reaching a swift

agreement on these reforms to ensure that elections

can be held on schedule. [The Daily Star 2]

Meanwhile, the Election Commission (EC) has set a

deadline for new political parties to register for

participation in the upcoming national elections.

Aspiring parties must submit their registration

applications by April 20 to secure a place on the

electoral ballot. Among the new entrants, the Jatiya

Nagorik Party (JNP) (National Citizen Party), formed by

student leaders from last year’s mass uprising, has yet

to submit its application, despite its active involvement

in shaping Bangladesh’s political future [see AiR No. 9,

March/2025, 1]. [Dhaka Tribune 1]

The JNP, seeking to represent a shift from the

traditional political landscape dominated by the Awami

League and Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), must

fulfill several requirements to gain registration with the

EC. These include submitting foundational documents,

such as the party’s constitution, election manifesto, list

of executive committee members, and proof of

securing at least five percent of the vote in any

constituency. Furthermore, the JNP must establish a

central office and operational district offices, among

other logistical prerequisites. [Dhaka Tribune 2]

Recent reforms proposed by the EC aim to ease the

registration process for emerging parties like JNP by

reducing the requirements for party offices in

administrative districts and sub-districts (upazilas), as

well as lowering the minimum number of required

supporters. [Dhaka Tribune 1]

Bangladesh: High Court questions legality

of provision for Speaker to swear in

President

(lm) On March 11, the Bangladesh High Court issued a

rule questioning the legality of the constitutional

provision that mandates the Speaker of Parliament to

administer the president’s oath, a role previously held

by the Chief Justice. The court has directed the law

secretary, cabinet secretary, and Supreme Court

registrar general to respond to this issue, as part of a

writ petition challenging the legality of the 15th

amendment to the Constitution.

The petition was filed by Shahidullah Faraizee, a poet

and public interest litigant, who argued that the

amendment, which transferred the oath-taking
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responsibility from the Chief Justice to the Speaker, is

arbitrary and unconstitutional. The petitioner seeks to

restore the original provisions of the 1972

Constitution, which designated the Chief Justice as the

authority to swear in the president. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Court seeks probe report on

ex-BDR official’s death case against ex-

Prime Minister Hasina

(lm) A Dhaka court has directed police to submit a

probe report by April 10 regarding the case filed

against former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, former

Border Guard Bangladesh (BGB) Director General

Brigadier General Aziz Ahmed, and 11 others over the

2010 death of a senior ex-Bangladesh Rifles (BDR)

official.

Abdur Rahim, a former deputy director of BDR and an

accused in the 2009 BDR mutiny case, died in jail

custody on July 29, 2010. His son, Advocate Abdul Aziz,

filed the case in August 2023, alleging that his father

was injected to death for refusing to become an

approver in the mutiny trial. The Dhaka Metropolitan

Magistrate’s Court has asked Chawkbazar police to

verify whether any other unnatural death case was

filed regarding Rahim’s passing. [The Daily Star]

The case has surfaced amid renewed scrutiny of the

2009 Pilkhana BDR mutiny, one of the deadliest

internal security crises in Bangladesh’s history. On

February 25, the interim government officially declared

the date as National Martyred Army Day to

commemorate the 74 individuals, including 57 army

officers, who were killed [see AiR No. 8, February/2025,

4]. The interim government also formed the National

Independent Investigation Commission, chaired by

former BDR chief ALM Fazlur Rahman, to re-examine

the mutiny and gather testimonies from military

officials, former BDR members, and victims' families.

The Pilkhana massacre trial involved the largest

number of defendants in Bangladesh’s legal history,

resulting in 139 death sentences, 185 life

imprisonments, and various other convictions.

However, former BDR members and their relatives

have demanded a fresh inquiry, alleging wrongful

convictions. In contrast, victims’ families strongly

oppose any release of convicted individuals, warning

that accountability must be upheld. In January, around

250 convicted individuals were granted bail after a

special tribunal ruled in favor of those acquitted in the

explosives case or who had already served their

sentences.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-qh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-qk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-qu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-qu/


Bangladesh: ACC ordered to freeze 124

bank accounts linked to Sheikh Hasina

and family

(lm) A Dhaka court has ordered the Anti-Corruption

Commission (ACC) to freeze 124 bank accounts linked

to former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, her sister

Sheikh Rehana, five family members, and associated

organizations. The accounts contain a total of BDT

577.85 million (approximately USD 58.5 million).

The individuals involved are Sheikh Hasina, her son

Sajeeb Wazed Joy, daughter Saima Wazed Putul,

Rehana’s husband Shafiq Ahmed Siddiq, and their

family members Bushra Siddiq and Shaheen Siddiq.

The order was passed after the ACC submitted an

application, citing that they were attempting to

transfer funds from these accounts.

The court also issued travel bans on Hasina, Rehana,

Joy, Putul, and Rehana's children, including Radwan

Mujib Siddiq Bobby, Tulip Rizwana Siddiq, and Azmina

Siddiq Ruponti. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Law ministry panel

recommends withdrawal of 4,615

politically motivated cases

(lm) A committee formed by the Ministry of Law has

recommended the withdrawal of 4,615 cases deemed

politically motivated or intended to harass opponents.

The panel, led by Law, Justice, and Parliamentary

Affairs Adviser Professor Asif Nazrul, has so far held six

meetings to assess the merit of these cases, according

to an update issued by the ministry.

The statement highlighted that during the 15-year

tenure of the ousted Awami League government,

numerous cases were filed against individuals, many of

which the interim government now considers

politically driven. Following the August 5 political

transition, the interim administration pledged to

ensure justice by addressing such legal actions.

The initiative is part of broader efforts to uphold the

rule of law and review cases that may have been used

for political suppression. The committee is expected to

continue its review, with further recommendations

anticipated in the coming months. [The Daily Star]
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Bangladesh: Chief Adviser appoints two

new special assistants

(lm) The Bangladesh government has appointed Sheik

Moinuddin and Faiz Ahmad Taiyeb as special assistants

to Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus, bringing the total

number of special assistants to five. Moinuddin will

oversee the Ministry of Road Transport and Bridges,

while Taiyeb will be responsible for the Ministry of

Posts, Telecommunications, and Information

Technology. Both will hold the status of state ministers,

receiving equivalent salaries, allowances, and benefits.

[The Daily Star 1]

In related updates, Dr. M. Aminul Islam, a special

assistant to Chief Adviser Yunus, has resigned from his

position. When asked about the reason for his

resignation, Aminul stated that the Chief Adviser's

Office requested his resignation. Aminul was one of

three special assistants appointed by Yunus in

November last year, holding the rank of a state

minister. He was specifically responsible for assisting

the Ministry of Education. [The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: Election Commission workers

protest transfer of NID services

(lm) Officials and employees of the Election

Commission (EC) Secretariat staged a protest against

the interim government's decision to transfer National

Identity Card (NID) services to a newly established

independent body, the Civil Registration Commission.

The move to shift NID services has been controversial,

as it removes a key function from the Election

Commission’s jurisdiction.

The protesters demanded the repeal of the National

Identity Registration Act 2023 by March 12, warning of

escalating actions, including a half-day work stoppage,

a full-day strike, and a potential shutdown of all EC

activities if their demands are not met. BECOA officials

have also announced plans for human chain

demonstrations on March 13 if no progress is made.

[The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Inquiry commission seeks

travel ban on 17 officials over enforced

disappearances

(lm) The Commission for Inquiry on Enforced

Disappearance has requested the cancellation of
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passports and the imposition of travel bans on 17

individuals, including 10 members of the Rapid Action

Battalion (RAB) and seven police officers, due to their

alleged involvement in enforced disappearances.

The list includes two former RAB directors general,

along with several senior RAB officials and intelligence

officers. It also names police officers involved in

various capacities in Bogura, a city in northern

Bangladesh known for its administrative and security

significance.

Following the commission's request on March 4, the

Security Services Division has instructed the

department of immigration and passports to enforce

the travel ban. The commission has cited evidence of

their involvement in secret detention centers, including

one found at the Bogura police lines, and plans to

conduct further interviews with the accused officials.

[The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: WFP halves food aid for

Rohingya refugees amid funding shortfall

(lm) The World Food Programme (WFP) has announced

a reduction in food aid for Rohingya refugees in

Bangladesh, cutting monthly rations from USD 12.50 to

USD 6 per person starting in April. The decision raises

concerns over widespread hunger and increased

tensions in the refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar and

Bhashan Char, where more than 1.1 million Rohingyas

rely entirely on humanitarian assistance.

Bangladesh’s Refugee, Relief, and Repatriation

Commissioner confirmed receiving official notification

of the cuts, which come amid global funding

constraints, including a halt in USAID funding under

the Trump administration. The WFP stated that it had

unsuccessfully sought additional donor support to

maintain the previous level of assistance. It warned

that any further reductions could drop rations below

the minimum survival level.

A previous reduction in 2023 saw food aid drop to USD

8 per month, leading to a rise in malnutrition and

hunger, which was later reversed. Local humanitarian

workers fear that the latest cuts will not only worsen

living conditions but also drive more Rohingyas to seek

work outside the camps, potentially increasing

tensions with host communities. The Bangladesh

government has been urged to raise the issue with the

international community to secure additional funding.

[The Daily Star]
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Bangladesh: Garment workers block roads

after fatal accident

(lm) Garment workers staged a protest in Banani,

Dhaka, on March 10 after a female worker was killed in

a road accident. The protesters blocked key roads and

the First Dhaka Elevated Expressway for several hours,

causing severe traffic congestion. [Dhaka Tribune] [The

Daily Star 1]

In a separate incident, workers in Gazipur’s Kaliakoir

district also protested, demanding the reopening of

Global Apparels, a factory that had been closed

following a dispute with management. The factory had

been closed since March 8 after several workers were

allegedly assaulted over their demands. The protests

spread across multiple factories. As a result, 15

factories declared a holiday to avoid further unrest.

Alongside the protests in Gazipur, workers from Camio

USA Knitwear Limited blocked the Dhaka-Tangail

highway, demanding unpaid salaries and protesting

alleged assaults by factory officials. Despite promises

of payment, workers claimed the factory had failed to

meet deadlines and had fled the premises, increasing

frustration.

Meanwhile, a fire broke out inside a garment factory in

Bhogra, Gazipur, leading to an emergency response

from local fire services. [The Daily Star 2]

In parallel to these developments, Chief Adviser

Muhammad Yunus directed officials to reform

Bangladesh's labor laws in line with international

standards to improve conditions for millions of

workers. The directive was issued during a meeting

with the Labour and Employment Ministry ahead of

the 353rd session of the International Labour

Organization (ILO) in Geneva, scheduled for March 10-

20.

Yunus emphasized the need for tangible progress,

urging officials to ensure better insurance coverage

and healthcare benefits for workers. Labour and

Employment Ministry Adviser M Sakhawat Hossain will

lead Bangladesh's delegation at the ILO session, where

labor rights and compliance issues are expected to be

key discussion points. [The Daily Star 3]

Bangladesh: IAEA reviews Rooppur

nuclear power plant as government
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pushes for completion

(ij) Bangladesh is working to expedite the completion

of the Rooppur Nuclear Power Plant (RNPP), the

country's first nuclear power facility, prioritizing the

project in its revised Annual Development Plan (ADP).

The 2,400-megawatt (MW) facility is expected to bolster

the country's energy security by reducing dependence

on fossil fuels. Bangladesh’s current total electricity

generation capacity (including fossil fuels and

renewables) is around 25,000 MW, meaning RNPP

alone will contribute nearly 10 percent of the national

capacity once fully operational.

The project was initiated in 2017 under former Prime

Minister Sheikh Hasina, but after her removal in a

student-led uprising last August, the interim

government launched a probe into financial

irregularities tied to the RNPP deal. Allegations include

kickbacks received by Hasina’s family during project

negotiations. But despite political controversies, RNPP

remains Bangladesh’s top energy priority. Authorities

stress that nuclear power will provide a stable and

affordable electricity supply, support industrialization,

and serve as a model for future nuclear projects in the

country.

Against this backdrop, the interim government has

allocated USD 1.08 billion in the revised ADP, making it

the highest-funded single project in the current fiscal

year. This includes USD 858 million for the power plant

itself and an additional USD 220 million for related

projects, such as transmission lines, high-frequency

telecommunications systems, and water supply. The

RNPP’s total cost stands at USD 10.4 billion, with Russia

financing the majority through a loan. [The Daily Star 1]

A 12-member International Atomic Energy Agency

(IAEA) delegation is currently conducting a pre-

operational safety review, inspecting structural,

technical, and equipment-related safety measures to

ensure compliance with international nuclear safety

standards. A final IAEA review is expected two to three

months before nuclear fuel loading, anticipated mid-

year. [The Daily Star 2] [The Daily Star 3]

Officials confirmed that most construction work at

Unit-1 is complete, but several critical tests remain

before it can start generating power. Transmission

lines to connect RNPP to the national grid are expected

to be finished by March 2025. The test run for the

1,200MW Unit-1 is planned for this year, with

commercial operations expected in early 2026.

However, full completion of the RNPP has now been

delayed to December 2027 due to previous setbacks.
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Russia remains a key partner in the project, with

Rosatom, its state-owned nuclear energy corporation,

continuing to provide technical and logistical support.

Bangladesh is also exploring broader energy

collaborations with Russia, including nuclear fuel

management and training for local engineers. [Dhaka

Tribune 1] [Dhaka Tribune 2]

Bangladesh: Growing debt pressure amid

fewer foreign loan commitments

(zh) Bangladesh is grappling with a sharp increase in

foreign debt repayments while experiencing a decline

in new loan commitments from its traditional lending

partners. The misallocation of funds by the previous

administration has led to lower-than-expected returns

on investment, further pushing the debt burden.

Debt repayments have risen by 26 percent in the first

six months of FY25. Projections suggest that the nation

will need to pay an additional USD 2.6 billion in

principal over the next three years, based on data from

215 projects. At the same time, debt servicing costs

have increased from USD 1.8 billion to USD 2.42 billion

in the same period of the preceding fiscal year. Interest

payments increased from USD 160 million to USD 874

million.

The interim government has warned that unless

revenue-to-GDP increases, managing the national

budget and overall economy will become difficult. The

government has also emphasized the need to reduce

Bangladesh’s reliance on foreign capital for

development, underscoring its stance on fiscal policy.

The Economic Relations Division (ERD) reports that

new foreign loan commitments have decreased by 67

percent, from USD 7.17 billion last year to USD 2.35

billion this year. Major development partners,

including India, China, and Russia, have paused further

commitments, while the interim government has

placed more scrutiny on loan agreements. This mutual

risk aversion is compounding Bangladesh’s financial

strain, as dwindling capital inflows leave the country

prioritizing debt repayments over critical sectors. [The

Business Standard] [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Potato farmers struggle with

cold storage shortage, rising costs
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(lm) Potato farmers in northern Bangladesh are

grappling with a shortage of cold storage space, rising

transport costs, and delays in storage operations. With

cold storage facilities struggling to meet demand,

many farmers are forced to wait for days outside

storage units, while traders are reportedly being

prioritized despite government regulations stipulating

a 60:40 ratio favoring farmers.

The congestion has led to significant traffic disruptions,

especially in Dinajpur, where over 700 trucks have

been seen waiting outside storage units. In Saidpur,

the situation is even worse, as cold storage facilities

struggle to accommodate potatoes from surrounding

areas. Authorities have deployed police and security

personnel to manage the crisis.

In addition to storage delays, transport costs have

nearly doubled, rising from BDT 35 (USD 0.29) to BDT

65 (USD 0.53) per sack. Meanwhile, potato prices have

dropped below BDT 20 (USD 0.16) per kilogram,

worsening financial losses for farmers. In response,

farmers in Kurigram organized a protest, demanding a

reduction in cold storage rent from BDT 6.75 (USD

0.055) to BDT 5 (USD 0.04) per kilogram. A formal

memorandum was submitted to the Ministry of

Commerce and the Department of Agricultural

Marketing. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Mob violence surges, 119

killed in seven months

(lm) Mob violence has sharply increased in Bangladesh,

with at least 119 people killed and 74 injured in 114

incidents since the interim government took office in

August 2024, according to the Human Rights Support

Society (HRSS). The rights group reported that 2024

was the deadliest year in a decade for mob beatings,

with 201 cases resulting in 179 deaths and 88 injuries.

While mob beatings were already prevalent due to

suspicions of theft, robbery, or other crimes, the HRSS

noted a rise in politically motivated attacks following

the August 5 transition of power. The trend has

continued into 2025, with 30 cases recorded in the first

two months alone, leading to 19 deaths and 20

injuries.

The HRSS highlighted a series of brutal incidents,

including five people being lynched in Madaripur’s

Dasar sub-district (upazila) on February 28 and two

others killed in Chattogram’s Aulia union on March 3.

Similar cases have been reported across the country,
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with many victims being accused of crimes without due

process.

Despite constitutional protections guaranteeing fair

trials and legal safeguards under Bangladesh’s Penal

Code, the HRSS warned that a culture of impunity has

allowed mob killings to persist. The organization called

on law enforcement and the interim government to

take urgent action to prevent further violence and hold

perpetrators accountable. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: DMP appoints 500 security

guards as part of Auxiliary Police Force

(lm) The Dhaka Metropolitan Police (DMP) has

appointed around 500 security personnel, primarily

from malls, markets, and residential areas, to serve as

part of the new "Auxiliary Police Force." This initiative is

aimed at enhancing security, particularly during

Ramadan and the busy Eid shopping period. The

appointments were made under Section 10 of the

Dhaka Metropolitan Police Ordinance, 1976, which

grants the police commissioner the power to appoint

auxiliary officers with similar authority to regular

police.

The auxiliary members will have legal protections and

can make arrests, with detainees handed over to the

nearest police station for further investigation.

However, concerns have been raised about the

potential misuse of power. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: DMP warns against Hizb ut-

Tahrir’s activities

The Dhaka Metropolitan Police (DMP) has issued a

strong warning against any activities by Hizb ut-Tahrir,

a banned organization in Bangladesh, stating that such

actions are punishable under the Anti-Terrorism Act-

2009. The group was outlawed in October 2009 for

posing a threat to public security.

Hizb ut-Tahrir is an international Islamist organization

that advocates for the establishment of a caliphate

governed by Islamic law. It has been banned in several

countries due to its extremist ideology, though it

claims to be non-violent. [The Daily Star]
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Bangladesh: Rohingya leader stabbed to

death in Cox’s Bazar camp

(lm) A Rohingya head majhi (community leader) was

killed in a knife attack at a refugee camp in Ukhiya,

Cox’s Bazar, on March 4. The victim, was attacked by

six to seven unidentified assailants after leaving a

mosque following Taraweeh prayers. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Renaming of military

institutions continues as part of broader

rebranding efforts

(lm) The Bangladesh Ministry of Defense has proposed

renaming 16 institutions and facilities under the

Bangladesh Army, removing names associated with

ousted Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, her family, and

individuals tied to her government. This follows a

decision by the interim government after last year’s

mass uprising, which led to Hasina’s ouster.

The renaming initiative includes changes to various

cantonments, military bases, educational institutions,

and military museums. For example, the Bangabandhu

Cantonment in Bhuapur, Tangail, will be renamed

Jamuna Nibas, and Sheikh Hasina Cantonment in

Lebukhali, Barisal, will become Barisal Cantonment.

Similarly, Sheikh Russell Cantonment in Zajira,

Shariatpur, will be renamed Padma Cantonment.

[Dhaka Tribune] [The Daily Star]

Bhutan: Electric vehicle initiative faces

significant setbacks

(lm) Bhutan’s electric vehicle (EV) initiative is facing

growing concerns, with 27 government-subsidized

electric taxis undelivered, loan defaults rising, and

charging stations failing to function efficiently.

The Bhutan Sustainable Low Emission Urban Transport

System, launched in 2018, aimed to replace 300 fuel-

driven taxis with EVs, providing a 20 percent subsidy

(capped at USD 5,500) and a 70 percent loan facility

through the Bank of Bhutan (BoB). However, while all

subsidies were disbursed, 27 EVs remain undelivered,

prompting an investigation into fund mismanagement.

[Kuensel 1] [Kuensel 2]

At the same time, EV taxi drivers are struggling with

loan repayments, with 81 drivers classified as

defaulters and a total of BTN 8.86 million (USD
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106,000) in overdue loans. Some vehicles have been

off the road due to a lack of spare parts, while others

were surrendered to dealers, who failed to take over

loan payments. [Kuensel 3]

Further compounding the issue, many of Bhutan’s 76

EV charging stations are either non-functional or

vandalized, forcing drivers to compete for the few

working stations. The Department of Surface Transport

(DoST) spends BTN 1 million (USD 12,000) per month

to keep stations running, but maintenance issues

persist. Authorities are considering privatizing charging

stations and introducing a new tariff structure to

improve reliability. [Kuensel 4]

Bhutan: Panbang residents demand probe

into disputed public property ownership

(lm) Residents of Panbang, a town in Zhemgang District

known for its agricultural activities and proximity to the

Manas National Park, are calling for an investigation

into the ownership of two public properties—a former

orange depot and a traditional Bhutanese model

house—that they claim were privately acquired under

questionable circumstances.

The orange depot was built with government funding

under the Rural Livelihood Project to support orange

farmers across four gewogs in Panbang Dungkhag.

However, the land ownership was never formally

transferred, and community members allege that it

was later taken over by the family of a former gup. A

dispute also surrounds a model house constructed in

the 1980s with government support, which residents

say was a community project but is now privately

owned.

The residents have appealed to the Ngangla gewog

administration for an investigation, but no official

action has been taken. Some claim that land

transactions were processed without proper public

consultation, while the accused family insists they

legally acquired the properties. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Health minister warns of rising

non-communicable diseases

(lm) Bhutan’s Ministry of Health (MoH) has raised

concerns over the alarming rise in non-communicable

diseases (NCDs) such as cardiovascular diseases,

diabetes, and hypertension. Health Minister Tandin
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Wangchuk attributes this surge to unhealthy diets, high

alcohol consumption, and increasing tobacco use. The

situation is exacerbated by a lack of physical activity

and lifestyle-related risk factors.

To address the crisis, the government has launched

nationwide screening and awareness campaigns,

encouraging healthier lifestyles and early detection.

Efforts include public education initiatives, screenings

in schools and colleges, and the installation of outdoor

gyms across the country. The ministry is also

implementing the Multisectoral Action Plan-II (2025-

2030), which aims to combat NCDs through policy

measures such as taxation on unhealthy products,

physical activity promotion, and improved medical

services.

Despite these initiatives, the minister emphasized that

tackling NCDs requires a whole-of-society approach,

urging citizens to take personal responsibility for their

health by making lifestyle changes. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Inclusion of persons with

disabilities in workforce remains minimal

(lm) Despite Bhutan’s commitment to inclusivity,

employment opportunities for persons with disabilities

(PwDs) remain limited. The Industry Census Report

2024 found that out of 12,197 surveyed

establishments, only 86 employed a total of 133 PwDs,

while the National Health Survey 2023 estimates

48,000 PwDs—6.8 percent of the population.

The government opposes a job quota system, citing

administrative burdens on small and medium

enterprises (SMEs), instead promoting incentive-based

hiring policies offering fiscal benefits and public

recognition. The Department of Employment and

Entrepreneurship (DoEE) prioritizes PwDs under the

Youth Engagement and Livelihood Programme (YELP)

2024, granting automatic eligibility for job placements

and allowances.

While Bhutan ratified the UN Convention on the Rights

of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 2023, tax

incentives for businesses hiring PwDs remain

unimplemented. Challenges persist due to inaccessible

infrastructure, transportation barriers, and societal

stigma. The National Council’s Social and Cultural

Affairs Committee has submitted 35 recommendations

urging stronger policy enforcement and improved

accessibility.
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The government allocated BTN 1.115 billion (USD 13.38

million) for inclusive education and BTN 720.7 million

(USD 8.65 million) for PwD support initiatives, but calls

remain for more concrete action to enhance workforce

inclusion. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Economic Stimulus Program faces

challenges with loan access despite over

USD 10 million approved

The Bhutan Development Bank Limited (BDBL) has

approved BTN 869.2 million (USD 10.43 million) in

concessional loans under the Economic Stimulus

Program (ESP) as of March 6, 2025. The loans, intended

to support economic recovery, come after a total of

3,969 applications were submitted across 35 branches.

Of these, 924 applications (23.28 percent) were

approved, and 635 loans totaling BTN 374.35 million

(USD 4.49 million) have been disbursed. However, 977

applications were declined, and 2,068 remain pending,

amounting to BTN 6.08 billion (USD 72.96 million).

The concessional loan program mainly targets primary

agriculture, youth employment, small-scale projects,

creative industries, and craft market construction.

Launched in May 2023, the ESP allocated BTN 15 billion

(USD 180 million) for economic recovery, with BTN 3.3

billion (USD 39.6 million) designated for Window-I and

BTN 2 billion (USD 24 million) for Window-II. Despite

the funds available, significant challenges remain in

ensuring the equitable distribution and timely

disbursement of loans. [Kuensel 1]

Farmers, in particular, have faced difficulties in

accessing loans under the ESP, citing barriers such as

land ownership issues, lack of farm machinery,

unprotected farms, and inconsistencies in policies

across different dzongkhags. As of February 28, BDBL

received 3,247 loan applications worth BTN 2.47 billion

(USD 20.3 million) in the agriculture and livestock

sector. Of these, 797 applications were approved,

amounting to BTN 315.44 million (USD 2.6 million),

while 818 applications totaling BTN 885.86 million (USD

7.3 million) were rejected.

Local farmers have expressed frustration with the

bureaucratic delays, high costs of farm equipment

rental, and the lack of clarity surrounding loan

eligibility. Many applicants have waited months

without updates, prompting calls for more

transparency and a streamlined process. A recent

consultation between the National Assembly’s

Economic and Finance Committee and the ESP

Steering Committee addressed concerns over slow
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loan disbursement, regional disparities, and

inadequate support for sectors like fishery and

aquaculture. [Kuensel 2]

Bhutan: Record-high imports widen trade

deficit, raise economic concerns

(lm) Bhutan’s import bill reached an all-time high of

BTN 121.16 billion (USD 1 billion) in 2024, a 12 percent

increase from the previous year. This surge, driven by

higher merchandise imports, vehicle resumption, and

lifting of housing loan restrictions, widened the trade

deficit to BTN 58.68 billion (USD 485 million) despite a

modest rise in exports to BTN 62.49 billion (USD 517

million).

Imports from India accounted for 80 percent of total

imports, while electricity exports to India played a

critical role in narrowing the deficit. Without electricity

exports, the trade gap would have risen to BTN 64.07

billion (USD 529 million).

Among imports, fuel remained the top commodity,

with diesel imports increasing to BTN 11.21 billion

(USD 92 million) and petrol to BTN 3.96 billion (USD 33

million). Smartphone imports reached a record BTN

2.72 billion (USD 22.4 million), making them the fifth-

highest imported item, up from eighth place the

previous year. This sharp rise has raised concerns over

grey market activities as Bhutan’s lower tax rates

create a price gap with India, potentially incentivizing

cross-border resale.

To address these concerns, the Ministry of Finance has

introduced enhanced monitoring measures and is

considering regulatory actions against potential misuse

of import policies.

Despite growth in ferrosilicon and boulder exports,

Bhutan continues to import from 83 countries but

export to only 34, maintaining a trade surplus with just

four—Bangladesh, South Korea, Nepal, and the U.S..

The country’s terms of trade remain unfavorable,

reflecting rising import costs amid limited export

diversification. [Kuensel 1] [Kuensel 2]

Bhutan: JDWNRH faces severe bed

shortage, straining medical services

(lm) The Jigme Dorji Wangchuck National Referral

Hospital (JDWNRH) in Thimphu, Bhutan's largest and

main referral hospital, is struggling with a critical bed

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-vj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-vt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-vi/


shortage, overwhelming medical services and forcing

patients to wait in emergency departments for days.

Doctors report that ICU, medical, surgical, and extra

wards are all fully occupied, with some patients being

treated on the floor due to a lack of beds.

An internal memo accessed by local media urges the

hospital to limit referrals from other districts unless

immediate intervention is required and to prioritize

critical cases over terminally ill patients who do not

need intensive care. Despite efforts such as adding 18

medical beds and creating a stroke unit and surgical

ICU, the crisis persists due to a shortage of doctors,

nurses, and support staff. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Government allocates USD 18

million for affordable housing initiative

(lm) The government has earmarked BTN 1.5 billion

(USD 18 million) from the Economic Stimulus Plan to

launch the "Rent-to-Own" flagship housing program,

aimed at civil servants, private-sector employees, and

low-income groups. Under this scheme, occupants can

eventually own their homes after a set period.

A task force, including representatives from key

government agencies and financial institutions, has

drafted homeownership proposals, featuring low-

interest home loans, shared-ownership models, and

rent-to-own programs. The Asian Development Bank

(ADB) is also assisting with refining these proposals.

The initiative follows campaign pledges to increase the

mortgage Loan-to-Value ratio from 70 to 95 percent,

reduce interest rates to 4 percent, and extend

repayment terms to 30 years. The government also

plans to support real estate developers by facilitating

state land leases and special financing schemes.

Currently, 68 percent of Bhutan’s urban population

lives in rented housing, with many spending over 30

percent of their income on rent, exceeding

international affordability standards. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Third internet gateway 90

percent complete but faces delays

(lm) Bhutan's long-awaited third international internet

gateway is 90 percent complete but has been delayed

due to cross-border right-of-way issues in Bangladesh,

which Bhutanese officials are pushing to resolve.
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Initially planned with Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited

(BSNL), the project later transitioned to Airtel in June

2024. The gateway will connect Gelephu in Sarpang

through Bongaigaon and Agartala in India, extending

to Cumilla and Kuakata in Bangladesh, and onward to

Singapore.

Once operational, it is expected to improve Bhutan’s

internet resilience and reduce costs, with Bhutan

paying USD 1.5 per Mbps to India and USD 3 per Mbps

to Bangladesh, compared to the USD 7 per Mbps

currently paid through the Siliguri corridor.

Meanwhile, the Cabinet has approved a 50 percent

data price reduction, directing telecom companies to

implement the measure, though no timeline has been

set. [Kuensel]

India: Opposition challenges Prime

Minister Modi’s constituency redrawing

plan

(wyn) India’s opposition parties in the southern states

have united against Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s

plan to redraw parliamentary constituencies based on

the 2011 census, fearing it would give greater

representation to the more populous northern states.

The protest, led by Tamil Nadu Chief Minister M.K.

Stalin, has gained support from the main opposition

Indian National Congress (INC) party and over a dozen

other parties across five southern states.

Stalin has proposed retaining the 1971 population

levels as the basis for seat distribution until 2056 to

prevent southern states from losing influence in

parliament. The 1971 census led to the creation of 543

parliamentary seats, and opposition leaders argue that

changes should not penalize states that have

successfully controlled population growth. The

resolution also calls for a constitutional amendment to

ensure proportional representation for all states if the

number of MPs increases.

Southern leaders have long accused Modi’s

government of favoring the north, particularly in the

allocation of federal funds, grants, and infrastructure

projects. While India’s constitution mandates

constituency redistricting after each national census,

the 2021 census was delayed due to the pandemic,

and the government has yet to begin the count of the

estimated 1.4 billion population.

Home Minister Amit Shah has assured that southern

states will not suffer due to the delimitation process,
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but the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has rejected

Stalin’s demands, accusing him of creating a north-

south divide. The BJP governs Uttar Pradesh, India’s

most populous state, and its ally controls Bihar—two

of India’s poorest states, which together account for

approximately 26 percent of the country’s population.

[Reuters]

India: J&K Chief Minister criticizes central

government for perceived inaction

(wyn) Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) Chief Minister Omar

Abdullah has criticized the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-

led government for its perceived failure to take

decisive action on the Pakistan-administered portion of

Kashmir (Azad Kashmir) and the region’s easternmost

portion, Aksai Chin, which is controlled by China but

claimed by New Delhi.

In a heated exchange during the J-K Assembly,

Abdullah responded to remarks made by External

Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar, who stated that the

Kashmir issue would be resolved when the "stolen part

of Kashmir" under Pakistani control is returned.

Abdullah pointed out that during the Kargil War, there

was an opportunity to reclaim Azad Kashmir, but it was

not acted upon. He questioned why the current

government's rhetoric had not translated into action.

Abdullah also took issue with the BJP’s actions in

Jammu and Kashmir, accusing them of undermining

the legacy of the last Dogra ruler, Maharaja Hari Singh.

He criticized the division of the state into two Union

Territories and the stripping away of laws that

protected local employment and land ownership.

Additionally, Abdullah challenged the BJP’s claims that

the National Conference (NC) had insulted Maharaja

Hari Singh, demanding the BJP provide evidence for

such accusations. He argued that the BJP had distorted

the history of the Maharaja’s legacy, particularly

through the alteration of Jammu and Kashmir’s map

and the removal of protections for the local

population. [NDTV] [The Indian Express] [The Hindu]

India: J&K Assembly debates alleged free

land allotment to Sri Lankan company

(lm) The Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) government faced

sharp criticism in the Legislative Assembly over the

alleged free allotment of 25 acres of land to Ceylon
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Beverages, a company owned by Sri Lankan cricketer

Muttiah Muralitharan. The company plans to set up an

aluminum can manufacturing and beverage filling unit

in the Bhagthali industrial estate, Kathua district, with

an investment of INR 16.42 billion (USD 197 million).

The controversy stems from J&K’s 2021 industrial

policy, introduced after the abrogation of Article 370,

which offers incentives such as capital investment

subsidies, GST rebates, and financial aid for working

capital loans to attract investment. Critics argue that

local landowners were displaced to facilitate the

project, raising concerns over transparency and land

rights.

Officials defending the deal assert that Muralitharan’s

investment is part of a broader strategy to transform

J&K into an industrial hub, bringing in foreign

investments and creating jobs. The case has added

complexity to ongoing debates over land allocations in

the Union Territory since the revocation of Article 370.

[Daily Mirror]

India: Government seeks parliament's

approval for additional USD 5.90 billion in

2024/25 expenditure

(wyn) India's government has requested parliament's

approval to spend an additional INR 514.63 billion

(USD 5.90 billion) in the current financial year, which

ends on March 31. The spending plan includes INR 53.2

billion (USD 641 million) to upgrade telecom networks

in underserved regions and cover dues to employees

of state-run Bharat Sanchar Nigam Ltd (BSNL) and

Mahanagar Telephone Nigam Ltd (MTNL).

Additionally, the government has proposed INR 70

billion (USD 841 million) for the new Unified Pension

Scheme for federal government employees, which will

begin on April 1.

Although the gross expenditure for the fiscal year will

total INR 6.79 trillion (USD 77.84 billion), most of this

will be funded by unutilized funds from various

government departments. [Reuters]

India: Supreme Court rules person not

chargesheeted has no right to be heard

before summons
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(wyn) India’s Supreme Court has ruled that individuals

not named in a chargesheet as accused do not have

the right to be heard before being summoned to face

trial under Section 319 of the Code of Criminal

Procedure (CrPC). The ruling came in a case concerning

a 2009 murder in Uttar Pradesh, where two individuals

were ultimately summoned for trial despite not being

initially chargesheeted.

The bench clarified that Section 319 CrPC allows a trial

court to summon additional accused based on

evidence emerging during proceedings, without

requiring a pre-summons hearing. However, if the trial

court rejects a Section 319 application and the matter

is appealed to a high court, the proposed accused has

the right to be heard. [NDTV]

India: Court's ruling reinforces

accountability for POCSO violations

(wyn) A Delhi court sentenced a 31-year-old man to life

imprisonment for the kidnapping and rape of a minor

under the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences

(POCSO) Act. The court underscored the need for strict

penalties to hold perpetrators accountable. The convict

also received a seven-year sentence for kidnapping

and criminal intimidation, both to run concurrently.

Emphasizing that no compensation could erase the

survivor’s trauma, the court awarded INR 1.05 million

(USD 12,600) to support rehabilitation. [NDTV]

India: Enforcement Directorate recovers

USD 1.63 million in overseas remittance

fraud

(lm) The Enforcement Directorate (ED) has facilitated

the restitution of INR 135.8 million (USD 1.63 million) to

victims in a money laundering case involving

fraudulent overseas remittances totaling INR 32 billion

(USD 385 million). The case, originating from a Bank of

Baroda complaint, alleged that 59 firms and unknown

bank officials orchestrated illegal transactions

disguised as import payments.

The ED’s probe revealed that funds were transferred to

companies in Hong Kong, China, and Dubai using

falsified documents. Seven provisional attachment

orders were issued against assets worth INR 690

million (USD 8.3 million), and five prosecution

complaints were filed in a special court. On March 8,
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the ED submitted no objection to the restitution of

attached properties, leading to a court order returning

assets to rightful claimants. [The Hindu]

India: British human rights activist

acquitted in terror case, still faces death

penalty in remaining cases

(wyn) Jagtar Singh Johal, a British human rights activist,

has been acquitted of all charges in one of the nine

terror cases against him in India, after the court ruled

there was no credible evidence linking him to

terrorism. Johal, who has been detained for seven

years, faced accusations related to funding terrorist

activities through the Khalistan Liberation Force (KLF),

but the prosecution failed to present any solid

evidence.

The KLF is a militant Sikh separatist organization that

has been involved in violent actions aimed at creating

an independent Sikh state, called Khalistan, in the

Punjab region of India. The group has been banned by

the Indian government due to its involvement in

terrorism and violence.

The acquittal comes after a lengthy legal battle in

which Johal’s legal team, including human rights

organization Reprieve, claimed that the charges

against him were fabricated, pointing to coerced

confessions and unreliable witnesses. Despite this

victory, Johal still faces eight more charges, some of

which carry the death penalty. These remaining cases

are scheduled for hearings in Delhi, where Johal's

lawyers argue the evidence remains equally weak.

Johal's family and human rights advocates are calling

for his immediate release, stressing that his continued

imprisonment is a violation of justice. The UK

government has expressed concern over the

prolonged legal process and is urging for swift action

to secure Johal’s freedom. His case has drawn

international attention, with supporters highlighting

the lack of evidence and the harsh conditions he

endured during his detention. [BBC 1] [BBC 2] [The

Guardian]

India: Karnataka plans strict hate speech

law with tough penalties for offenders

(rt) The Karnataka government is set to introduce a

stringent hate speech law aimed at curbing
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inflammatory rhetoric and hate crimes. The proposed

Hate Speech and Hate Crime Prohibition Bill will

impose jail terms of up to five years for offenders, with

repeat offenders facing permanent bans from public

platforms. The legislation will target speeches and

actions inciting hatred based on caste, religion, or

gender, and will regulate hate-inducing content on

social media, public gatherings, plays, and events.

The bill is part of efforts to maintain law and order,

protect communities, and create a conducive

environment for growth. The government is expected

to finalize the draft soon, seek legal advice, and table it

during the upcoming assembly session in March.

Karnataka IT-BT Minister Priyank Kharge emphasized

the importance of constitutional protection for all

communities while addressing the commitment to

tackling hate speech. [India Today] [LawChakra]

India: Five men arrested and properties

razed for cow slaughter in Madhya

Pradesh

(wyn) Five men were arrested in Madhya Pradesh's

Damoh on March 9 in connection with the alleged

slaughter of a pregnant cow. Their properties, deemed

illegal, were also demolished. The accused were taken

to court in a police vehicle, but the vehicle broke down,

leading to the men being walked to court, which was

referred to as a “parade” by local media.

Earlier in the week, two men accused of cow slaughter

were also publicly paraded and beaten by police in

Ujjain. The police action followed reports of cow

slaughter, and right-wing organizations were involved

in confronting the accused.

The accused face charges of cow slaughter and

attempt to murder, with one of them having multiple

cases filed against him, including cow slaughter.

Investigations are ongoing to determine if more

individuals are involved. The police are considering

applying the National Security Act (NSA) in this case.

[The Hindu]

India: SEBI to improve transparency and

address board conflicts

(wyn) India's markets regulator, the Securities and

Exchange Board of India (SEBI), plans to enhance

transparency, including revealing any conflicts of
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interest involving its board members, to foster trust,

according to SEBI Chairperson Tuhin Kanta Pandey.

Pandey, who took over from Madhabi Puri Buch last

week, stated in his first public address that the

regulator will introduce measures to address concerns

about potential conflicts of interest, particularly in the

wake of allegations related to the Adani group during

Buch's tenure.

While not referring to specific individuals, Pandey

emphasized SEBI's commitment to creating an

inclusive environment for foreign capital. He noted

that foreign investments are crucial for India's

infrastructure, innovation, and economic development.

However, foreign investors have pulled out over $27

billion from Indian markets since September 2024,

leading to a significant decline in the Nifty 50 index.

Pandey also outlined SEBI’s plans to engage with

portfolio investors and alternative investment funds to

address their challenges and refine regulations, aiming

to sustain growth momentum with both domestic and

foreign capital. [Reuters]

India: Auto component industry sees

growth

(rt) India’s auto component industry is projected to

continue its robust growth, with expected annual

export growth of 20 to 30 percent to the United States,

despite recent tariff threats from President Donald

Trump. The sector benefits from a 20 to 25 percent

competitive advantage over China, which faces higher

tariffs and is a larger exporter of auto components to

the US.

Automotive Component Manufacturers Association of

India (ACMA) President Shradha Suri Marwah

highlighted that auto components are one of the few

sectors in India that maintain a trade surplus. In 2023-

24, the industry achieved a trade surplus of USD 2.5

billion, compared to a USD 2.5 billion deficit in 2018-19.

A report by ACMA and Boston Consulting Group (BCG)

forecasts that auto component exports will grow from

USD 21.2 billion to USD 100 billion in the next 7 to 8

years. India could add an additional USD 40 to 60

billion in exports by focusing on classical components,

particularly in the US and Europe—key markets for the

country.

Furthermore, India stands to increase its export

potential by USD 15 to 20 billion in advanced

components such as battery management systems,
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telematics units, instrument clusters, and anti-lock

braking systems. ACMA Director General Vinnie Mehta

emphasized the need for major Indian players to

expand their exports by 5 to 10 times and strengthen

their presence in global supply chains.

Despite contributing only USD 21 billion to the global

auto component trade compared to China’s USD 149

billion, Mehta believes India has significant potential to

grow its footprint and enhance its position in key

export markets. [Deccan Herald] [The Economic Times]

India: Government approves ropeway

project for pilgrimage and national

security

(wyn) The Indian government has approved the INR

408.1 billion (USD 500 million) Kedarnath ropeway

project under the National Ropeways Development

Program. The 12.9-kilometer ropeway will reduce

travel time from Sonprayag to Kedarnath from 8-9

hours to just 36 minutes. Sonprayag serves as the last

major road-accessible point for pilgrims before the

steep trek to Kedarnath, one of the most sacred Hindu

temples dedicated to Lord Shiva. Developed through a

public-private partnership, the project will utilize

advanced tri-cable detachable gondola (3S) technology,

capable of transporting 1,800 passengers per hour.

[mint] [Hindustan Times]

India: Manipur’s Kangpokpi district

remains tense after clashes over free

movement order

(lm) The situation in Manipur’s Kangpokpi district

remained tense but calm on March 9, a day after

violent clashes between Kuki demonstrators and

security forces left one protester dead and over 40

injured, including women and policemen. The unrest

erupted after Union Home Minister Amit Shah directed

security forces to ensure free movement across the

state, a move opposed by Kuki-Zo groups.

Security forces have been reinforced along NH-2

(Imphal-Dimapur Road) and vehicular patrols are

ongoing. The Indigenous Tribal Leaders' Forum (ITLF)

has backed the indefinite shutdown called by the Kuki

Zo Council (KZC) in protest against what they allege is

excessive force by security personnel.
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Manipur Police reported that 27 security personnel

were injured during the clashes, with protesters using

catapults and barricading roads. The situation

escalated when a state transport bus was attacked in

Kangpokpi, prompting security forces to use tear gas.

The protest also targeted a Meitei civil society peace

march, which was halted by police.

The unrest follows the imposition of President's Rule in

Manipur on February 13, after Chief Minister N. Biren

Singh resigned amid ongoing ethnic tensions. Since the

violence between the Meitei and Kuki communities

erupted in May 2023, over 250 people have been killed

and thousands displaced. [The Hindu]

India: Suhora Tech wins IN-SPACe grant to

enhance maritime security capabilities

(rt) Suhora Technologies, a leading India-based space

data analytics company focusing on detecting illegal

maritime activities, received seed funding from space

promoter and regulator Indian National Space

Promotion and Authorization Centre (IN-SPACe).

Suhora was selected for the IN-SPACe Seed Fund

Grant-in-Aid under the ‘Announcement of Opportunity

for the Marine Sector using Space Technology’.

Suhora’s COO and co-founder, Amit Kumar, stated that

they “aim to develop solutions that will contribute to a

secure, sustainable, and prosperous blue economy”.

The funding will enable Suhora to accelerate its R&D

capabilities and expand the deployment of maritime

intelligence solutions.

Suhora’s platform uses earth observation data from

satellites for near real-time insights essential for ocean

monitoring and mapping, enhancing maritime security,

improving situational awareness and supporting

disaster response efforts in coastal communities. The

company’s automated AI alerting engine detects dark

ships, automatic identification system anomalies, and

illegal maritime activities, ensuring maritime

situational awareness. Suhora's solutions are hence

able to optimize satellite orbit dynamics for enhanced

imaging capacity while providing smart tip-and-cue

tasking for precision monitoring. With these

unanticipated capabilities, their system delivers speed,

reliability and scalability for mission-critical

intelligence.

Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) is one of the key

strategic uses for the defence-space industry under

the Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance (ISR)

domain. MDA is a framework that helps understand

and respond to activities in the maritime domain. It is
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important for security, safety, the economy, and the

environment. The funding by IN-SPACe also comes at a

time when downstream applications in space

technology are taking precedence in multiple sectors,

and the government and defense sector is also

adopting these applications to enhance efficiencies in

various domains.

The maritime situational awareness systems market

size is expected to reach USD 610 billion by 2031.

[Times of India] [APN News]

India: Emergency procurement to fill

Army’s air defense missile gap

(lm) India’s Army is using emergency procurement (EP)

to acquire Very Short Range Air Defence (VSHORAD)

missiles after repeated failed attempts to secure these

critical systems. Since 2020, efforts to procure 88

launchers, 372 missiles, and associated equipment

have been unsuccessful. VSHORADs serve as the last

line of defense against enemy aircraft, a role

highlighted by the war in Ukraine.

Under EP provisions, the armed forces can acquire up

to INR 3 billion (USD 36 million) worth of weaponry per

contract, bypassing extensive clearance processes.

This fast-track route, used five times since 2016,

requires deliveries to start within six months and

conclude within a year. Previous EP rounds followed

the 2016 Uri attack, the 2019 Balakot airstrike, the

2020 Ladakh standoff, and a 2022 procurement push

addressing "critical capability voids."

The Defence Research and Development Organisation

(DRDO) is also developing an indigenous VSHORAD

system, which is currently a mounted version and will

be miniaturized for broader deployment. The Defense

Acquisition Council approved the project in January

2023, with plans for 300 launchers and 1,800 missiles

across the Army, Navy, and Air Force.

Regional security concerns are driving these efforts.

China has significantly expanded air defenses along

the Line of Actual Control, while Pakistan has procured

970 FN-16 MANPADS from China, with deliveries

ongoing. The U.S. Department of Defense has also

reported China’s ongoing development of tactical air

defense capabilities, including electronic warfare

systems and MANPADS. [The Hindu]
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Maldives: Constitutional and judicial crisis

deepens amid allegations of government

interference

(sl/db/lm) The Maldives continues to face an escalating

judicial and political crisis after government actions to

reshape the Supreme Court triggered accusations of

interference and constitutional violations.

The crisis first emerged following Parliament’s passage

of an amendment to the Judicature Act, which reduced

the number of Supreme Court justices from seven to

five. This amendment came just as the Supreme Court

was set to hear a case challenging a constitutional

provision that mandates the removal of MPs who

defect or switch parties after being elected as

independents. Shortly after the amendment was

passed, the Judicial Service Commission (JSC)

suspended three Supreme Court justices—Husnu

Suood, Mahaz Ali Zahir, and Dr. Azmiralda Zahir—citing

an Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) investigation.

The suspensions effectively halted the anti-defection

case, raising concerns over government interference in

judicial affairs. [AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1]

Following these events, a petition was filed with the

Supreme Court, arguing that the amendment violates

several constitutional provisions. In response, the

Attorney General defended the amendment,

requesting that the Supreme Court rule it valid and

applicable to current MPs. Despite objections

regarding the Supreme Court's jurisdiction, the judges

decided to proceed with the case and asked the parties

to submit their responses within 10 days. [the edition

1]

In parallel, the JSC’s investigation into Justices Mahaz

and Azmiralda has continued. Azmiralda is accused of

attempting to influence the release of her husband,

who was arrested in December 2024 during a raid on a

massage parlor suspected of being a front for

prostitution. The Criminal Court cleared the husband

of any criminal wrongdoing, but allegations surfaced

that the Supreme Court judges had attempted to

influence the lower court's decision. Both Azmiralda

and Judge Mahaz deny these allegations, with Mahaz

claiming he was unaware of the situation until after the

Criminal Court had already made its ruling. [the edition

2] [the edition 3] [the edition 4]

In addition to this case, the JSC is investigating

allegations of misconduct involving the two judges,

including claims that they had intimidated a Criminal

Court judge—an accusation both judges deny. The

commission has also launched a separate probe into

an incident from 2022 where the two judges were
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present when former Supreme Court Judge Husnu

Suood allegedly spoke to a High Court official in a

demeaning manner. After Suood’s resignation, the JSC

dropped the case against him but continued

proceedings against Mahaz and Azmiralda. [the edition

5] [the edition 6] [the edition 7] [the edition 8]

Azmiralda, in response to the allegations, has accused

the President of the ACC, Adam Shamil, of misusing his

power to submit false information to the JSC,

influencing the investigation. She claims that the ACC

acted outside of its established procedures, sending a

letter to the JSC that lacked an official reference

number and misrepresented the status of her case.

Azmiralda further alleged that Shamil's actions were

aimed at halting Supreme Court proceedings and

undermining judicial independence. [the edition 9]

Azmiralda also requested that her disciplinary hearings

before the JSC be made public. However, the JSC

rejected her request, maintaining that such hearings

are typically closed. [the edition 10] [the edition 11]

The opposition Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP)

sought to escalate the issue in Parliament by

submitting an emergency motion accusing the

government of interfering with the judiciary. However,

the ruling People’s National Congress (PNC)

supermajority dismissed the motion. Former President

Abdulla Yameen also accused the government of

manipulating the courts, which prompted a strong

rebuttal from PNC parliamentary leader Ibrahim Falah.

Falah dismissed Yameen’s claims, pointing to his past

record of judicial interference during his tenure. [the

edition 12] [the edition 13] [the edition 14]

Amid these growing concerns, Attorney General

Ahmed Usham resigned from the JSC committee

investigating the suspended justices, citing allegations

made against him by Justice Azmiralda. Usham claimed

his resignation was necessary to ensure a fair

investigation and released statistics showing that more

judges faced disciplinary action under the previous

administration, arguing that the current government

has exerted less influence over the judiciary. [the

edition 15] [the edition 16]

Maldives: Supreme Court accepts case on

loss of lawmaker’s seat amid judicial crisis

(lm) The Supreme Court of the Maldives has accepted a

case concerning the potential loss of the parliamentary

seat of ruling People's National Congress (PNC) MP for

North Hithadhoo, Mohamed Sinan. The case argues
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that MP Sinan has failed to repay a loan he took from

Maldives Islamic Bank, as mandated by a court ruling.

According to the Constitution, if an MP does not settle

a proven debt in accordance with a court ruling, they

are required to lose their seat.

This marks the first case in the current 20th Parliament

regarding the loss of an MP's seat, highlighting the

significance of the case. The Supreme Court accepted it

in line with its regulations. The ruling could have wider

implications, especially given the ongoing judicial crisis

in the country [see articles above]. [the edition]

Maldives: Israeli passport ban bill delayed

until July

(lm) The proposed amendment to the Immigration Act,

which aims to ban Israeli passport holders from

entering the Maldives, has been delayed once again.

Originally introduced in May 2024 by a lawmaker of the

opposition Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP), the bill

has faced significant delays and remains stalled in the

Committee on National Security Services.

Despite multiple deadlines being set for the bill’s

review, it has not progressed as expected. The

committee initially planned to complete work on the

bill by February 2025, but further delays led to a new

target of July for finalizing the legislation. Vice-

chairperson of the 241 Committee, Ibrahim Falaah,

stated that due to the sensitivity of the issue, extensive

discussions were necessary, which included

consultations with various political parties,

government ministries, and other stakeholders.

The Maldives government, led by President Mohamed

Muizzu, announced in July 2024 that it would ban

Israeli passport holders in response to Israeli actions in

Palestine. However, the ban has not been enforced, as

the amendment to the Immigration Act has not yet

been finalized. Foreign Minister Abdulla Khaleel

confirmed that the ban could be implemented through

the amendment, but the delay in parliamentary

approval has held up the process.

The ruling People’s National Congress (PNC), which

holds a parliamentary super-majority, has faced

criticism from the opposition and the public for the

delay in enacting the law. While the Israeli passport

ban remains unresolved, other bills put forward by

PNC MPs have been passed swiftly. [the edition]
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Maldives: High Court accepts cases on

political appointees' dismissal

information disclosure

The High Court has accepted appeals submitted by the

Attorney General's Office against the Information

Commissioner's Office order to disclose the names of

248 political appointees dismissed from various

ministries under President Mohamed Muizzu's

economic reform agenda.

In October 2024, President Muizzu announced the

dismissal of 228 political appointees, later revealing

that the total number had reached 248. However, to

date, the identities of the dismissed individuals and the

specific ministries from which they were removed have

not been disclosed.

Despite requests under the Right to Information Act,

the President’s Office has refused to release this

information, citing concerns about personal data. The

Information Commissioner's Office ruled that the

names of the dismissed appointees should be made

public, arguing that they cannot be considered

personal information. The President’s Office appealed

the ruling, and now the High Court is set to review the

case.

The President previously stated that the dismissed

appointees included 7 State ministers, 43 deputy

ministers, 109 senior political directors, and 69 political

directors, with the removals expected to save the state

budget more than MVR 5.7 million (approximately USD

370,000) per month. [the edition 1]

Meanwhile, the government continues to appoint

political employees to the Foreign Ministry in violation

of the Foreign Service Act, which was implemented in

2021. The Foreign Ministry has appointed more

political staff, raising concerns over the growing

number of political appointees in violation of the legal

cap.

As of January, Foreign Minister Abdulla Khaleel

confirmed that there were 132 political employees in

the ministry, compared to 139 foreign service

employees. This represents an increase in political

appointments over the past two months. Data from

the previous year, obtained under the Right to

Information Act, revealed that in November 2024, the

ministry employed 129 political staff and 140 foreign

service employees.

The Foreign Service Act limits political appointments to

no more than 20 percent of the total foreign service

workforce. For the ministry's current size of 140
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foreign service employees, this means only up to 28

political appointments should be allowed. However,

with 132 political appointees, the ministry now has 48

percent political employees, significantly exceeding the

legal limit. [the edition 2]

Maldives: ACC and Police launch joint

investigation into PCR test corruption

(lm) The Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) and the

police have been instructed to collaborate on an

investigation into alleged corruption involving PCR

testing at Indira Gandhi Memorial Hospital (IGMH)

during the COVID-19 pandemic. The Prosecutor

General’s Office (PGO) issued the order for a joint

investigation. The case involves former IGMH CEO

Ibrahim Saleem (Kudabandhey), Dr. Ali Latheef, who

chaired the hospital's procurement committee during

the pandemic, and former laboratory head Dr. Milza

Abdul Muhusin.

The three are accused of providing PCR test reagents

to a private company. The ACC forwarded the case to

PGO in August last year, and the investigation also

includes charges of abuse of official position against

the three individuals. Additionally, Dr. Ali Latheef faces

allegations of money laundering, with the ACC

requesting the police to look into his involvement in

the Regional Medical Logistics Services as a separate

case. Further evidence of fraudulent tax documents

submitted by Dr. Latheef to the Maldives Inland

Revenue Authority (MIRA) has also been uncovered.

[the edition]

Maldives: LGA launches inquiry into

Thinadhoo City Council

(lm) The Local Government Authority (LGA) has

initiated an inquiry into the Thinadhoo City Council

following several complaints. The decision to

commence the inquiry was made on March 2, and a

team from LGA traveled to Thinadhoo on March 9 to

conduct the investigation, which is set to continue until

March 13.

This follows earlier actions in January when the Anti-

Corruption Commission (ACC) seized material related

to an ongoing investigation involving the council. The

ACC is reportedly investigating six separate cases of

corruption, although details of these cases have not

been disclosed.
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The council has also faced issues with decisions such

as charging a MVR 5,000 (USD 325) fee for residents

wishing to change their registry to another island,

which was ruled illegal by LGA. Additionally, the

council’s announcement to seek applications for

housing units was challenged by the Housing Ministry,

which stated that the council did not have the

authority to make such decisions. [the edition]

Maldives: High Court revokes 2020 order

to cancel Ibrahim Hussain Zaki's passport

(pn) The Maldives High Court has overturned a 2020

Civil Court order that directed Maldives Immigration to

cancel the passport of former Special Envoy Ibrahim

Hussain Zaki.

The original order was issued in connection to a court

order enforcement case, but Maldives Immigration

appealed, arguing that courts do not have the

authority to cancel passports. In 2022, the High Court

dismissed the appeal, ruling that the State lacked legal

standing to challenge the decision. However, in 2023,

the Supreme Court ruled that because the order was

issued against a state agency, the government had the

right to appeal and instructed the High Court to hear

the case.

Upon review, the High Court ruled that while Maldivian

regulations allow courts to seize passports in cases of

outstanding debt, they do not authorize outright

cancellation. The court determined that interpreting

the law to permit passport cancellation was legally

unsound and exceeded judicial authority. [the edition]

Maldives: President Muizzu highlights

significant contributions of women to

national progress

(sl) In a special address on International Women's Day,

President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu emphasized the

importance of women's participation in key sectors

essential for the nation's survival and development,

including education, health, social services,

governance, business, and economic.

He reiterated that the primary policy of the

Government of Maldives is to empower women,

strengthen their role in governance, and enable them

to become self-sufficient and independent. The

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


President also noted that no country can prosper

without the contributions and support of women.

Furthermore, he highlighted Islam's crucial role in

protecting women's rights and elevating their status in

society. Citing the teachings of Prophet Muhammad

(PBUH) on kindness toward mothers and wives, he

paid tribute to the contributions of the mothers of the

believers, the wives of the Prophet, in recognition of

International Women’s Day. [the edition]

Maldives: STELCO to issue electricity bills

within 24 hours of meter readings

(db) As articulated by State Electric Company Limited’s

(STELCO) Managing Director Hussain Fahmy in an

interview with Maldivian state media on March 6, 2025,

STELCO is implementing a procedural change to its

billing system, aiming to reduce the waiting period for

the delivery of monthly electricity bills. This initiative

will see customers receiving their bills within a mere 24

hours of their meters being read. The primary

motivation behind this swift transition is to enhance

clarity and operational efficiency for the company’s

clientele.

Previously, STELCO’s billing process involved a

substantial delay, with bills being dispatched to

customers 20 to 25 days following the recording of

meter readings. According to Fahmy, this extended

timeframe often led to confusion and unnecessary

ambiguity among customers regarding their billing

periods. A common misconception arose where

customers would assume their monthly bill reflected

their energy usage over the preceding 20 days, when it

actually covered consumption from an earlier time

frame.

Fahmy stated that STELCO’s billing system is based on

precise meter readings. He also pointed out the

integrity of the billing process preventing any

manipulation. [Avas]

Maldives: Parliament rejects emergency

motion on Addu power outages

(sl) An emergency motion submitted to the Maldives

Parliament regarding ongoing electricity outages in

Addu has been rejected. The motion, filed by

opposition Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP)

Parliamentary Group Leader Ibrahim Nazil, highlighted
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the significant impact of power cuts on Addu residents,

causing daily disruptions and damage to expensive

household appliances. Nazil emphasized that the

government's failure to address the issue had led to

immense loss and inconvenience for the people of

Addu.

The motion also noted that the Addu Power Station

had requested two 3-megawatt generators, but only

one 1.8-megawatt genset had been sent by the

government. Despite these concerns, the parliament,

holding a super-majority from the ruling People’s

National Congress (PNC), voted against accepting the

motion. The vote saw 47 MPs voting against it, with

only 13 MPs, including 11 from MDP and two from

other parties, voting in favor. [the edition]

Maldives: USD 100 million in borrowed

budget support repaid

(lm) The Maldivian government has repaid the USD 100

million borrowed from Cargill Financial Services

International (CFSIT) during former President Ibrahim

Mohamed Solih’s administration as budget support.

This loan, secured in 2022 due to financial constraints,

had an interest rate of 7.15 percent and a three-year

repayment period. Along with the principal, an

additional USD 26 million was paid in interest.

A senior government official confirmed the repayment,

stating that it is a regular obligation that has been

fulfilled without default. The loan is part of several

borrowings made by the previous administration,

including USD 1.6 billion from various international

banks for the Gulhifalhu reclamation project and USD

18 million from the Islamic Development Bank (IDB) for

the government's waste management initiative.

The Maldives Monetary Authority (MMA) reported that

the country's usable reserves stood at USD 179 million

at the end of February, a USD 63 million increase from

January. [the edition]

Maldives: MDP accuses government of

altering Gedhoruveriyaa housing list

(lm) The main opposition Maldivian Democratic Party

(MDP) has accused the government of adding 577

names to the revised list of eligible recipients for the

Gedhoruveriyaa housing scheme, despite previously
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stating it only reviewed the 4,000 applicants listed by

the former MDP administration.

The Gedhoruveriyaa housing scheme is a state-run

public housing initiative aimed at providing affordable

apartments in Hulhumalé for Maldivian citizens,

particularly those struggling with high rental costs in

the capital. The new list, published on February 27,

found only 1,820 applicants eligible, with 1,423

qualifying for three-bedroom apartments and 397 for

two-bedroom units. The revised list also removed 424

applicants due to changes in their scores, with reasons

for ineligibility provided.

MDP Vice Chairperson Ibrahim Waheed alleged that

scores for 56 individuals were tampered with to

increase their eligibility. Former State Housing Minister

Akram Kamaluddin accused the government of

manipulating the list to favor selected individuals. The

Housing Ministry denied the claims, stating it verified

only those scoring 75 points or higher for three-

bedroom flats and 73 for two-bedroom units, without

considering lower-scoring applicants. [the edition 1]

In response to the public’s concerns, the Ministry of

Construction, Housing and Infrastructure (MoCHI) has

assured that all applicants who did not make the final

list will still receive housing within the current term, in

accordance with President Dr Mohamed Muizzu's

pledge to provide housing for all citizens in need. The

ministry also confirmed that applicants will not have to

reapply for another housing scheme.

The ministry emphasized that the verification process

was carried out under the direction of the Anti-

Corruption Commission, with a focus on upholding

transparency. The complaint submission period for the

final list remains open until March 31, and over 700

complaints have already been received. [the edition 2]

Maldives: Thinadhoo airport project

stalled due to missing contractor reports

(lm) The development of an airport in Gdh. Thinadhoo

has stalled due to the contractor, Thailand's Pan Pacific

Company Limited, failing to submit required technical

and financial reports.

The project was announced during President Dr.

Mohamed Muizzu’s visit to Thinadhoo in February

2024, with Construction Minister Dr. Abdulla Muthhalib

signing a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with

the company. Despite more than a year passing, no

progress has been made, and the government has
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provided little information. Local media had to escalate

a Right to Information (RTI) request to the Information

Commissioner’s Office before the ministry disclosed

details.

According to the ministry, the project was approved

under the public sector investment initiative, and the

agreement was signed after reviewing the contractor’s

proposal. However, without the required reports, the

project cannot proceed.

Minister Muthhalib had previously assured that the

project would be fully financed by investors at no cost

to the government. The agreement also included

tourism investments, with plans for 12 resorts in the

area, a fuel farm, and cargo services. The airport was

envisioned to accommodate large aircraft and support

economic development in Gaafu Dhaalu Atoll, which

Muthhalib said had been neglected by previous

administrations. [the edition]

Maldives: Farhath Shaheer appointed as

CEO of MIFCO

(lm) Farhath Shaheer, a former Vice Chief of Defence

Force, has been appointed as the Chief Executive

Officer and Managing Director of Maldives Industrial

Fisheries Company Limited (MIFCO). His appointment

follows the abrupt dismissal of Dr. Vitaliy Lyubimov,

the first foreigner to hold the post, by the Privatization

and Corporatization Board (PCB) on March 4. The PCB

did not disclose the reasons for Lyubimov’s removal

[see AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1].

Farhath previously served as Vice Chief of Defence

Force under former President Mohamed Nasheed

before retiring from the Maldives National Defence

Force (MNDF) in 2012. During former President Abdulla

Yameen’s administration, he was CEO of Indira Gandhi

Memorial Hospital, where he implemented major

operational changes. [the edition]

Maldives: National security operation

underway in Male'

(lm) A national security operation is currently

underway in the Male' area, following a tip-off received

by police intelligence. The operation, which has been

ongoing for several days, is led by the police counter-

terrorism unit, with searches still happening at various

locations in the Male' area.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-yhj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-yht/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-yhi/


Although an initial statement mentioned that both the

Maldives Police Service and the Maldives National

Defence Force were involved in the operation, it was

later retracted. Police clarified that they were reviewing

sensitive information and would provide further

updates when available. At this time, no additional

details about the operation have been disclosed. [the

edition]

Nepal: Growing pro-monarchy movement

triggers political reactions

(lm) On March 9, former King Gyanendra Shah

returned to Kathmandu to a warm reception from

thousands of supporters, signaling a rise in pro-

monarchy sentiment. His return follows months of

rallies and public appearances across the country,

where dissatisfaction with political instability,

corruption, and slow economic development has

fueled calls for the restoration of the monarchy. The

pro-monarchy forces, including the Rastriya

Prajatantra Party (RPP), are advocating for the

reintegration of the monarchy into Nepal’s political

framework, with some supporters arguing that it could

provide much-needed stability. [Channel NewsAsia]

[The Kathmandu Post]

The demonstration, which drew an estimated 10,000

people according to police (and over 40,000 by some

supporters), has sparked a strong reaction from

political leaders. The ruling parties, including the main

opposition Communist Party of Nepal (CPN) (Maoist

Centre), Nepali Congress, and CPN (Unified Socialist),

have expressed concern over the growing momentum

of the royalist movement.

Maoist Centre leaders, including former Prime Minister

Pushpa Kamal Dahal, have stressed the need for

resistance against the monarchy's return, calling it a

threat to republicanism. They blamed the

government’s failure to deliver on its promises for the

increasing frustration that led to the pro-monarchy

rally. The Maoist Centre is now planning mass protests,

including an early rally scheduled for April 6, after it

had previously suspended its month-long Tarai-

Madhesh campaign, citing recent political

developments. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli and Nepali Congress

leader Sher Bahadur Deuba downplayed the

demonstrations, with Oli accusing foreign forces of

supporting the royalist rally and Deuba dismissing it as

noise. Oli, Deuba and Dahal had previously challenged

the former king to contest elections. “If you think you
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are popular, form a party and fight elections,” said Oli,

while Dahal warned Shah against making "another

mistake" by attempting a political comeback outside

the democratic framework. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

In contrast, Rabi Lamichhane, leader of the Rastriya

Swatantra Party (RSP), criticized the government’s

inefficiency in addressing citizens' grievances, warning

that such protests could escalate further if not

addressed. [The Kathmandu Post 4]

Nepal: Parliament passes five key

ordinances, land-related ordinance stalled

amid opposition

(rs/lm) After weeks of political wrangling, Nepal’s

Parliament approved five out of six ordinances, while

the controversial land management amendment

ordinance was put on hold due to strong opposition

from key coalition partners.

The five approved ordinances include measures to

improve governance, financial accountability,

privatization, investment promotion, and cooperative

regulations. These reforms are part of the

government’s broader push to strengthen public

service delivery and economic policies.

The House of Representatives passed the ordinances

despite opposition from several lawmakers, and the

National Assembly followed suit after securing the

support of the Janata Samajbadi Party-Nepal (JSP-

Nepal) and the Loktantrik Samajbadi Party (LSP)—two

Madhesh-based parties that initially resisted.

Many Madhesh parties have historically opposed

policies they believe threaten local land ownership,

particularly in the Tarai region, where land disputes

and concerns over demographic shifts remain

politically sensitive. Thus, their support for the other

five ordinances came only after the government

agreed to shelve the land-related ordinance, which

they accused of benefiting land brokers and facilitating

illegal land occupation. [The Kathmandu Post 1] [The

Kathmandu Post 2] [The Kathmandu Post 3]

The ordinances, introduced in December and January

when Parliament was not in session, must now be

replaced by formal bills within 60 days to remain in

effect.
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Nepal: RSP chief Rabi Lamichhane

challenges bail order in fraud case, faces

multiple trials

(lm) Rastriya Swatantra Party (RSP) chief and former

home minister, Rabi Lamichhane, has filed an appeal

against the Rupandehi District Court’s decision

granting him bail in the Supreme Cooperative fraud

case. Lamichhane is challenging the NPR 10 million

(USD 73,000) bail order. This follows accusations of

embezzlement involving a sum of more than NPR 109

million (USD 803,000) allegedly transferred to his

account.

In another ongoing case, Lamichhane faces similar

fraud charges in Kathmandu, Chitwan, and Parsa. He

was released on bail in various fraud cases, including

NPR 6.5 million (USD 47,450) in Kaski's Suryadarshan

Cooperative case, NPR 6 million (USD 43,800) in the

Swarnalakshmi case in Kathmandu, NPR 10 million

(USD 73,000) in the Supreme Cooperative case, and

NPR 5.4 million (USD 39,420) in the Sahara Cooperative

case in Chitwan. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

Meanwhile, Lamichhane is set to appear in Kaski

District Court for a trial related to the misappropriation

of savings in the Pokhara-based Suryadarshan Savings

and Credit Cooperative. Lamichhane’s legal team

continues to challenge the charges, while the District

Government Attorney’s Office advocates for his

continued detention. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: JSP-Nepal leader joins main

opposition Maoist Centre

(lm) Former Janata Samajbadi Party-Nepal (JSP-Nepal)

lawmaker Pramod Sah has joined the main opposition

Maoist Centre, marking a shift in Madhesh politics.

Sah, elected from Sarlahi-1 in 2017, announced his

move at a public gathering in Malangawa, where he

was welcomed by Maoist leader Pushpa Kamal Dahal.

Sah cited the Maoist Centre’s role in dismantling the

monarchy and establishing a federal democratic

republic as his reason for switching parties. Several

other JSP-Nepal members and leaders from other

parties also joined the Maoist Centre alongside him.

[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Nepali Congress leader criticizes

government’s push to remove NEA chief
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(lm) Nepali Congress General Secretary Gagan Thapa

has strongly criticized the government’s repeated

attempts to remove Nepal Electricity Authority (NEA)

Managing Director Kulman Ghising, calling the move

unnecessary and counterproductive.

Speaking at an event, Thapa urged ministers to focus

on governance instead of fixating on an individual who

is set to retire in a few months. His remarks come after

the Cabinet decided to issue a formal notice seeking

clarification from Ghising, a step pushed by Energy

Minister Dipak Khadka, who has already questioned

the NEA chief twice.

Thapa questioned the government’s intent, asking

whether this effort was due to ill-intentions or a lack of

dispute resolution skills. He stated that instead of

engaging in such politically motivated actions, the

government should prioritize constructive governance.

He further called on the prime minister to intervene,

emphasizing that it is the Cabinet leader’s

responsibility to prevent ministers from engaging in

counterproductive distractions. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Growing tensions between elected

representatives and civil servants disrupt

local governance

(lm) Conflicts between elected officials and civil

servants are spreading across Nepal, disrupting

administrative functions and governance at the local

level. Of the country’s 753 local governments, at least

220 are currently operating with acting Chief

Administrative Officers (CAOs), affecting service

delivery and development projects across Nepal.

A recent dispute in Kathmandu Metropolitan City

(KMC) exemplifies the growing tensions. The Ministry

of Federal Affairs and General Administration ordered

KMC to provide a working environment for CAO Saroj

Guragain, after he filed a complaint claiming he was

prevented from performing his duties. Mayor Balendra

Shah, however, refused to comply, citing an ongoing

investigation into Guragain’s alleged irregularities. The

dispute centers on Guragain’s approval of construction

plans for Kathmandu Tower without due process,

leading to the formation of an investigative committee.

The tensions are rooted in a struggle over power and

decision-making. While civil servants seek to follow

legal procedures, elected representatives often push

for faster action to fulfill public expectations. Many

CAOs are removed or transferred if they do not align
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with the priorities of local representatives, leading to

frequent vacancies and instability. [The Kathmandu

Post]

Nepal: Prime Minister Oli assures private

school operators of ‘no forced conversion

into trusts’

(lm) Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli reassured private

school operators on March 10 hat the government will

not force the conversion of private schools into non-

profit trusts, despite ongoing discussions in Parliament

about the School Education Bill. Speaking at a Private

and Boarding Schools’ Organisation Nepal (PABSON)

event in Kathmandu, Oli emphasized that private

schools should focus on providing quality education,

not generating excessive profits.

The issue remains contentious, with a 2018

recommendation to convert private schools into trusts,

which was met with resistance from school operators.

The School Education Bill includes provisions requiring

private schools to transition into trusts, with some

lawmakers suggesting a 10-12 year deadline. Oli

clarified, "We are not saying that you must turn your

schools into trusts. You should be able to protect your

investments, but the focus must be on education, not

profit."

Oli stressed that education should be a social service,

distinct from business ventures. He acknowledged the

importance of private sector investment in education

but emphasized that the purpose of private schools

must align with the national goal of quality education.

[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Lawmakers and netizens accuse

health minister of discrimination

(rs) The Nepalese government has promoted Dr. Bikas

Devkota to Secretary of the Ministry of Health and

Population, bypassing Dr. Sangeeta Mishra, who was

ranked first on the Public Service Commission’s

recommendation list. Lawmakers and netizens have

accused Health Minister Pradip Paudel of

discrimination, alleging Mishra was overlooked due to

her gender and Madhesi background.

In parliament, legislator Amresh Kumar Singh

demanded Paudel’s resignation, questioning why

Mishra was denied promotion despite her seniority
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and qualifications. Netizens have condemned the

decision as institutional discrimination. Dr. Mishra

herself accused Minister Paudel of sidelining her

throughout his tenure, alleging he removed her from

key positions and ignored her contributions.

Minister Paudel denied any wrongdoing, stating that

the Cabinet made the decision, not the health ministry.

He dismissed the online backlash as misleading and

politically motivated. [The Himalayan Times]

Nepal: Government restricts foreign visits

of ministers and secretaries

(lm) The Nepalese government has decided to curb

and regulate foreign trips by ministers and secretaries,

aiming to prevent unnecessary travel and ensure

effective governance. A new code of conduct, approved

during a Cabinet meeting on March 6, mandates that

ministers and secretaries from the same ministry

cannot attend the same event or be abroad

simultaneously, as their absence would disrupt service

delivery.

The restrictions specify that ministers may only attend

high-level international forums, policy discussions, and

meetings where Nepal must take an official stance.

Unnecessary trips will not be approved, and official

delegations of the president and prime minister are

now capped at 21 members—a rule often violated in

the past. Additionally, at least one-third of any

delegation must be women, ensuring gender

representation.

The government had previously introduced austerity

measures in 2021 to limit such visits, but they were not

effectively enforced. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: CIAA challenges Special Court’s

acquittals in Lalita Niwas land scam

(lm) The Commission for the Investigation of Abuse of

Authority (CIAA) has filed an appeal at the Supreme

Court, seeking to overturn the Special Court’s decision

to acquit key political figures in the Lalita Niwas land

scam. The February 15, 2024, ruling acquitted former

Deputy Prime Minister Bijay Kumar Gachchhadar,

former Land Reforms Minister Chandra Dev Joshi, and

several officials, despite convicting over 100 individuals

for their involvement in the illegal transfer of

government land in Baluwatar.
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The CIAA argues that the acquittals were flawed,

ignoring legal precedents and crucial evidence. The

anti-graft body contends that the Special Court’s

reasoning—that the accused politicians acted within

their ministerial policy decisions—is legally unsound. It

has called for a reversal of the acquittals and the

imposition of appropriate sentences.

The Special Court had earlier convicted 131 people,

including former secretaries Deep Basnyat and Chhabi

Raj Pant, for creating fake tenants and manipulating

records to transfer 136 ropani (around 6.9 hectares) of

government land to private ownership. However, the

acquittals of key politicians have drawn public and

legal criticism, with legal experts arguing that such a

large-scale scam could not have occurred without high-

level political involvement.

The case gained significant public attention after the

Sharada Prasad Trital Committee report revealed

widespread irregularities in land ownership. While

former Prime Ministers Madhav Kumar Nepal and

Baburam Bhattarai were implicated in the land

transfer during their tenures, the CIAA chose not to

pursue charges against them.

The Supreme Court's ruling on the CIAA's appeal is

expected to set a precedent for corruption cases

involving high-ranking politicians. [The Kathmandu

Post]

Nepal: New cooperative regulator

struggles to make progress amid criticism

(lm) Over a month after its formation, the National

Cooperatives Regulatory Authority (NCRA) has yet to

gain momentum, drawing criticism from cooperative

depositors who lost their savings to fraudulent

operators. The NCRA was established through a

December 2024 ordinance, replacing the National

Cooperatives Development Board, to address growing

concerns in Nepal’s cooperative sector. However, the

authority remains largely inactive, with key

appointments still unfulfilled and regulatory work

moving slowly.

While officials claim they are still setting up the office

and formalizing operations, depositors argue that the

NCRA has failed to act with urgency. Victims of failed

cooperatives, represented by the National Campaign

for Protection of Cooperative Depositors, have

demanded swifter action and claim they have not been

consulted. The ordinance has also drawn criticism for

raising the threshold for filing complaints, now
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requiring 25 percent of all affected depositors to file

instead of just 25 individuals.

NCRA officials insist that work is underway, with three

internal meetings held and a regulatory task force

formed. However, concerns persist over whether the

authority can effectively regulate the cooperative

sector and resolve long-standing financial disputes,

especially as 22 cooperatives have been declared

problematic, with only three cases resolved so far. [The

Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Parliament passes long-awaited e-

commerce law

(lm) Nepal's Parliament has passed the Electronic

Commerce (E-commerce) Bill, a significant step

towards regulating the country’s growing online trade

sector. The law, which comes 25 years after Nepal’s

first online store, aims to address unethical practices in

the e-commerce market. The bill introduces penalties

for non-compliance, with fines ranging from NPR

300,000 to NPR 500,000 (USD 2,300 to USD 3,800) and

jail terms for serious offenses, including up to three

years in prison for platform operators failing to meet

legal responsibilities.

While the bill has been welcomed by consumer rights

activists and e-retailers, concerns remain regarding the

regulation of price competition and data privacy.

Despite these gaps, the law aims to curb fraudulent

practices that have plagued the sector, such as

damaged goods, price discrepancies, and lack of return

options.

The law also requires e-commerce platforms to

register with the Department of Commerce, Supplies,

and Consumer Protection, with regular inspections to

ensure compliance. However, consumer rights activists

stress the need for effective enforcement to protect

shoppers from online fraud, which has been rampant

due to the lack of regulatory oversight.

The law was passed after years of delay, with the first

draft prepared in 2021 but stalling due to frequent

changes in government. Lawmakers, however, hope

the new regulation will bring order to the online

market and protect consumers against unfair

practices. [The Kathmandu Post]
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Nepal: Kathmandu University panel

delays VC selection, defying Prime

Minister’s deadline

(lm) The nomination committee for selecting the next

vice-chancellor (VC) of Kathmandu University (KU) has

failed to recommend candidates despite deadlines set

by Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli, the university's

chancellor, and an ultimatum from the Kathmandu

University Professors’ Association (KUPA).

The committee, led by Suresh Raj Sharma, was formed

on December 14 to nominate three candidates based

on merit to replace outgoing VC Bhola Thapa, who

retired on January 19. However, despite interviewing

20 applicants in February, the committee has yet to

submit its recommendations.

Professors Bal Chandra Luitel, Subodh Sharma, and

Achyut Wagle reportedly topped the selection process,

but Thapa did not make the merit list. However,

Sharma has been accused of attempting to push

Thapa's name for reconsideration, despite selection

rules preventing a second term.

KU professors and KUPA members have criticized

Sharma, arguing that his actions damage the

university’s reputation by prioritizing personal

preferences over merit. Former KUPA chair Bibhuti

Ranjan Jha stated that Sharma should not breach rules

to favor a particular candidate.

The selection process has been controversial from the

beginning. Initially, the committee set a PhD as the

minimum qualification, which excluded medical faculty

members with MD/MS degrees. Following protests,

Prime Minister Oli intervened and the criteria were

revised. However, accusations of favoritism persisted,

with claims that Sharma’s relatives were included in

the shortlist despite conflict of interest rules.

Despite repeated instructions from the Prime Minister

to finalize the nominations by March 6, the committee

has failed to act, prompting calls for direct intervention

by the government. Law professor Bipin Adhikari has

suggested that Prime Minister Oli meet with the

selection committee to resolve the deadlock.

The controversy reflects longstanding issues in KU’s

leadership appointments. Sharma himself served five

full terms as VC before resigning in 2012, amid

allegations that his successor, Ram Kanth Makaju, was

chosen under political conditions tied to granting

medical college affiliations. [The Kathmandu Post]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-yud/


Nepal: Maoist Centre calls for urgent

appointments in transitional justice

commissions

(lm) The main opposition Maoist Centre has urged the

government to immediately fill vacancies in the Truth

and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) and the

Commission of Investigation on Enforced Disappeared

Persons (CIEDP), emphasizing the need to deliver

justice to victims of the 1996-2006 Maoist insurgency.

Addressing the House of Representatives, Maoist

Centre Chief Whip Hit Raj Pandey criticized the

prolonged delay in appointing chairpersons and

members for the commissions, months after the law

governing transitional justice was amended in August

2024. He stressed that forming the commissions is

essential for "healing the pain of victims."

The government had set up a five-member panel in

October 2024, led by former Chief Justice Om Prakash

Mishra, to nominate officials for the two commissions.

However, due to disagreements over nominees, the

panel failed to complete its task before its tenure

expired in December 2024. Since then, the government

has made no serious effort to form a new selection

committee.

Victims’ groups have condemned the government’s

inaction, calling it disrespectful to the Supreme Court

ruling, which in March 2024 ordered the government

not to leave the commissions vacant any longer.

The commissions have remained inactive since July

2022, as the government extended their terms but

failed to retain their members. The amendment

process, which was supposed to be completed by

October 2022, dragged on for two years, further

stalling progress.

Observers note that without consensus among Nepal’s

three major parties—the Maoist Centre, Nepali

Congress, and Communist Party of Nepal (Unified

Marxist–Leninist) (CPN-UML)—the transitional justice

process cannot move forward. However, the ongoing

rift between the CPN-UML and Maoists has hindered

dialogue, further delaying appointments.

The TRC has received 63,718 complaints related to

war-era human rights violations, while the CIEDP is

investigating 2,500 cases of enforced disappearances.

[The Kathmandu Post]
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Nepal: Ruling party youth wing and

protesting students clash over local

government bill

(lm) Tensions erupted in Dhangadhi on March 9, when

students protesting provisions of the proposed local

government bill clashed with members of Nepal Tarun

Dal, the youth wing of the ruling Nepali Congress. The

students removed and discarded Congress flags placed

along the road in front of the Sudurpashchim chief

minister’s office, which had been installed to welcome

Congress President Sher Bahadur Deuba and other

leaders for the party’s Sudurpashchim conference.

The students were staging a sit-in to protest the “Bill to

regulate the local service formation, operation, and

service conditions, 2025.” They argue the bill's

provisions unfairly favor temporary and contract-

based employees by allowing them to exclusively

compete through the Provincial Public Service

Commission. The removal of the flags angered

Congress supporters, leading to a brief scuffle, which

was quickly controlled by the police.

Sudurpashchim Chief Minister Kamal Bahadur Shah

has already promised to remove the controversial

provisions from the bill. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Controversial social media bill

faces pushback, likely to undergo major

revisions

(lm) Nepali Congress leader Krishna Prasad Sitaula has

indicated that the controversial Social Media Bill will be

significantly revised before its endorsement, as

concerns mount over its potential impact on free

speech and digital rights. Speaking at an interaction

program, Sitaula urged the ruling parties not to issue a

whip for endorsing the bill in its current form, calling it

"highly problematic."

The bill, which is currently under consideration in the

National Assembly, proposes strict regulations on

social media platforms, including fines up to NPR 10

million (USD 75,000) for non-compliance, and prison

sentences of up to five years for individuals accused of

spreading false or misleading information. It also

mandates government approval for operating social

media platforms and penalizes activities such as

creating fake accounts, pages, or groups that post

content deemed harmful to Nepal’s sovereignty,

territorial integrity, or national unity.
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If passed without revisions, the bill could criminalize

activities such as sharing misleading information,

creating deepfake videos, or impersonating someone

online, with penalties ranging from fines of up to NPR

1.5 million (USD 11,250) to prison terms of up to five

years.

Civil rights groups, media organizations, and the

National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) have

strongly opposed the bill, warning that it could severely

restrict freedom of expression and digital freedoms in

Nepal. The NHRC has pledged to submit

recommendations for amendments to prevent undue

restrictions on citizens' rights. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Public outrage grows over handling

of sexual violence case amid arrests

(lm) The arrest of a key suspect in the rape and

suspicious death of a teenage girl in Siraha has

intensified public demands for justice amid allegations

of a cover-up and police mishandling. The suspect was

apprehended near the Siraha border after being on

the run since the incident. Three others, including

individuals involved in a panchayat (informal village

mediation) that attempted to settle the case through a

fine, are in custody, while five others remain at large.

The victim was allegedly abducted and raped on

February 9 and found crying outside her home hours

later, but her family was pressured into resolving the

matter through a panchayat on February 12. The

following day, she was found dead in her home, raising

suspicions of coercion and foul play.

Public outrage has led to protests by civil society

groups, Dalit activists, and student organizations in

Siraha and Kathmandu, accusing local authorities of

shielding the perpetrators. Home Minister Ramesh

Lekhak has assured that all those involved will be held

accountable, while political leaders, including main

opposition Maoist Centre Chairperson Pushpa Kamal

Dahal, have called for a transparent investigation.

Activists remain skeptical, accusing local police of

prioritizing protection for the accused over justice for

the victim. There are growing calls for an independent

high-level investigation committee, with some

demanding the removal of local police officers over

concerns of evidence tampering. [The Kathmandu Post

1] [The Kathmandu Post 2]
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Nepal: Internal discord at National

Human Rights Commission delays new bill

(lm) Nepal's National Human Rights Commission

(NHRC) is facing significant challenges as it prepares

for a review of its global ‘A’ status by the Global Alliance

of National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI) on

March 17 in Geneva. This review comes after a difficult

period of internal discord and bureaucratic delays

regarding the proposed reform of the NHRC. The

commission is striving to strengthen its authority and

economic autonomy through a new bill, but tensions

among members have slowed progress.

The NHRC had retained its ‘A’ status in 2023 following a

special review, and the upcoming review is crucial for

its continued standing, especially as Nepal seeks to

secure a seat on the United Nations Human Rights

Council. The NHRC’s status is a key factor in the

country’s credibility on the international human rights

front.

Internal conflicts within the NHRC have resurfaced,

particularly over the proposed bill intended to align the

commission’s functioning with the Paris Principles,

which emphasize independence, autonomy, and the

ability to carry out investigations. NHRC member Mihir

Thakur has publicly criticized the proposed bill,

suggesting that the existing legislation should be

amended rather than replaced. This comment

prompted Chairperson Top Bahadur Magar to defend

the draft, emphasizing that over 60 percent of the

current law requires revision to maintain the NHRC’s ‘A’

status.

The bill has faced significant bureaucratic delays. It has

been with the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) for six

months before being sent to the Ministry of Finance

for review. As tensions rise within the commission,

there are concerns that these internal disagreements

could allow government interference, further

complicating efforts to pass the bill.

In addition to the internal disputes, the NHRC has

faced challenges in dealing with government

reluctance to empower the commission. Despite

lobbying efforts, the government has been slow to

approve the necessary reforms, further complicating

the commission's efforts to defend its status. The

NHRC’s struggle for autonomy is compounded by

ongoing concerns about the government’s reluctance

to provide adequate support.

The NHRC is scheduled to appear before GANHRI’s

Sub-Committee on Accreditation (SCA) to defend its

status, with members set to address issues related to



its autonomy and effectiveness. In 2023, the global

alliance refrained from downgrading the NHRC’s

status, but the commission must continue to advocate

for its independence in the face of ongoing political

pressure.

Minister for Foreign Affairs Arzu Rana Deuba has

pledged to support the NHRC's efforts, but with the

review just a week away, it remains uncertain if the

proposed bill will be fully processed in time. The NHRC

continues to push for the registration of the bill in

Parliament to secure its position in the upcoming

review.

The NHRC’s ability to retain its ‘A’ status will be vital for

Nepal’s reputation in the international human rights

community, and for its candidacy for a seat on the

United Nations Human Rights Council. The

commission’s representatives hope that despite the

internal conflicts and delays, it can present a unified

front to defend its status in the face of international

scrutiny. [The Kathmandu Post 1] [The Kathmandu

Post 2]

Nepal: Teachers protest in Kathmandu

demanding passage of School Education

Bill

(rs) On March 8, thousands of teachers from across

Nepal staged a protest in Kathmandu to demand the

swift passage of the School Education Bill. Organized

by the Nepal Teachers’ Federation, which represents

various teachers' unions, the demonstration came

after the government failed to implement a six-point

agreement made in 2023. The agreement had

promised amendments to the bill to address concerns

related to teacher status, including the permanent

employment of non-permanent teachers, such as

those working under the relief quota.

A key demand from the protesting teachers is the

permanent status of around 40,000 relief quota

teachers, who are employed on a contract basis to fill

teaching shortages. Teachers also argue that the bill is

necessary to implement Nepal’s federal education

system effectively and address disparities in teacher

distribution across schools, where some face

shortages while others have excess staff. Additionally,

many teachers currently work for low wages, with non-

permanent staff earning NPR 13,500 (USD 100) from

the federal government, plus additional pay from local

governments.
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The Ministry of Education has stated that it is

committed to the agreement but is working on finding

a long-term solution that aligns with existing laws.

However, teachers warn of further protests if the

government does not act swiftly. They believe the

passage of the bill will not only provide permanent

positions for many teachers but will also help address

key issues in Nepal's education system.

This protest follows a series of local and provincial-

level demonstrations and a continued push for the

government to honor its promises. The passing of the

bill remains crucial for implementing Nepal’s federal

education system, and teachers are demanding

immediate action to ensure their rights and the future

of the country's education system. [The Kathmandu

Post]

Nepal: Sexual misconduct allegations

surface at one of country’s top law

schools

(lm) Allegations of sexual misconduct have surfaced at

the Kathmandu School of Law (KSL), one of Nepal’s

leading law schools, with claims of harassment by the

institution’s executive director, Yubaraj Sangroula. A

social media post by a former student highlighted the

alleged misconduct, which included inappropriate

remarks, coercion, and harassment towards students,

particularly women and non-binary individuals.

The accuser, who had previously submitted a formal

complaint to the administration, described how the

administration ignored her concerns and instead

retaliated with intimidation tactics. The allegations not

only involve the executive director but also other

faculty members accused of inappropriate behavior,

including discussing graphic content in public settings

and making derogatory remarks about LGBTQIA+

individuals.

Many current and former students have joined in to

share their experiences, with claims of sexual

harassment, homophobia, and discrimination, as well

as retaliation for speaking out. Despite these

accusations, the administration has yet to take

meaningful action, and the executive director denies

the allegations, calling them part of a smear campaign.

[The Kathmandu Post]
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Nepal: Student union leaders vandalize

Tribhuvan University rector’s office

(lm) Leaders of the Nepal Students Union (NSU), the

student wing of the ruling Nepali Congress, vandalized

the office of Tribhuvan University Rector Khadga KC

last week amid protests demanding a reduction in

university fees. The incident followed tensions after the

university removed locks placed by protesting

students, who had earlier shut down the rector’s office

under the Tribhuvan University Struggle Committee

banner. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Sugarcane output plummets as

farmers face non-payment and falling

profits

(lm) Nepal's sugarcane industry is experiencing a

significant decline as farmers face persistent non-

payment issues and falling profits, leading many to

abandon sugarcane farming in favor of more profitable

crops like rice, wheat, and corn. The reduction in

sugarcane farming has been ongoing, with mills

reporting a significant drop in the quantity of

sugarcane processed this season compared to

previous years.

Two major mills, Everest Sugar Mill and Indu Shankar

Sugar Mill, have processed around 3.3 million quintals

and 3.1 million quintals of sugarcane, respectively, a

marked decrease from the 6 million quintals each mill

crushed in earlier years. Farmers have repeatedly

called on the government to set a fair price for

sugarcane, but complaints about mills failing to pay the

government-mandated amount have persisted.

Despite a minimum support price of NPR 585 (USD

4.38) per quintal set by the government, which was an

increase from the previous year, farmers argue that it

is insufficient to cover the rising costs of production.

Mills plan to shut down operations ahead of the Holi

festival, which is celebrated in the Tarai region, and will

reopen in December for the next season.

Nepal's sugarcane production has steadily declined

from 3.4 million tons in 2019-20 to 3.15 million tons in

2021-22, contributing to a reduction in domestic sugar

production from 155,000 tons annually to 120,000

tons. This shortfall in production is being covered by

imports, despite sugarcane being Nepal's largest

commercial cash crop.
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Farmers continue to struggle with inadequate

government policies and rising operational costs. The

introduction of a cash subsidy scheme in 2018 has not

resolved the long-standing issues, and the lack of

effective support for farmers has contributed to the

decline in sugarcane farming. The agriculture ministry

acknowledges the challenges facing the sector but also

highlights the potential for expanding commercial

farming and producing high-quality sugarcane with the

right policies. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Minister’s construction company

fails to complete bridge after six years

(lm) A bridge project in Saptari district remains

incomplete six and a half years after construction

began, despite multiple deadline extensions and a

contract worth NPR 29.2 million (USD 216,080). The

bridge was contracted to Kanchharam Construction, a

company linked to Minister of State for Energy, Water

Resources, and Irrigation Purna Bahadur Tamang.

Initially set for completion in July 2019, the project has

only reached 45 percent completion. The construction

delays have severely impacted local residents, who are

forced to build makeshift bamboo bridges during the

monsoon and culverts in winter to cross the river. The

contract has already been extended three times—until

December 2021, July 2023, and now mid-April 2025—

but progress has remained stagnant since the first

year. So far, NPR 12.6 million (USD 93,240) has been

paid to the contractor, but there has been little work

on-site.

Kanchharam Construction blames design flaws,

arguing that a section of the bridge sank by one meter,

leading to a halt in construction. However, the

Infrastructure Development Office in Rajbiraj has

refuted these claims, stating that technical evaluations

were conducted and the contractor was instructed to

proceed with construction. Instead, the company filed

for compensation in January 2025, citing rising costs

and unstable soil conditions. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Millions spent on Geta Medical

College as infrastructure left to decay

(lm) The Geta Medical College in Kailali district, built at

a cost of NPR 6.68 billion (USD 49.43 million), remains

unused and is rapidly deteriorating due to

bureaucratic disputes and government inaction.
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Despite the completion of 28 modern buildings in

2020-21, the medical facility has not been fully

operational, and infrastructure has been neglected for

four years.

A major cause of the delay is a dispute between the

Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Health and

Population over ownership of the buildings. While the

Ministry of Education has transferred six buildings,

including the main hospital structure and oxygen plant,

22 buildings remain in limbo, preventing full-scale

operations. Meanwhile, doctors are forced to rent

private housing, even though well-furnished staff

residences stand vacant.

The 50-bed hospital, which was given temporary

approval in July 2023, is struggling due to

administrative paralysis. It currently lacks an

emergency ward, essential medicines, and a director to

oversee operations, leaving salaries unpaid since

January. Despite a NPR 420 million (USD 3.11 million)

budget for 2024-25, little has been utilized, raising

concerns that the funds may be forfeited.

Local residents and health activists have long called for

a fully functional 300-bed hospital, yet debates persist

over whether Geta should be developed as a medical

college, academy, or university. A bill to establish

Shahid Dasharath Chand Health Sciences University

remains stalled in Parliament, further delaying

progress. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: DIG Janak Bhattarai promoted to

Additional Inspector General

(lm) The Nepalese government has promoted Deputy

Inspector General (DIG) Janak Bhattarai to the rank of

Additional Inspector General (AIG) following approval

from the Cabinet on March 6. Bhattarai, who currently

heads the Karnali Province Police Office, was

recommended for promotion by the promotion

recommendation committee on February 23.

His promotion comes after the resignation of AIG

Rabindra KC on February 9, creating a vacancy in the

higher ranks of Nepal Police. Bhattarai, a batchmate of

Inspector General Basanta Kunwar, will serve as AIG

until March 18, when his tenure ends. [The Kathmandu

Post]
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Pakistan: Prime Minister Sharif’s

defamation case against jailed ex-Prime

Minister Khan adjourned

(sn) A sessions court in Lahore has adjourned the

hearing of a PKR 10 billion (USD 36 million) defamation

suit filed by Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif against

former Prime Minister Imran Khan due to the absence

of the plaintiff. The hearing was postponed as Shehbaz

Sharif could not attend due to engagements with a

foreign delegation. Imran Khan’s lawyer was prepared

for cross-examination but claimed that Shehbaz Sharif

avoided appearing out of fear of the process.

The defamation suit, which has been pending since

2017, accuses Imran Khan of falsely alleging that

Shehbaz Sharif offered him PKR 10 billion (USD 36

million) through an intermediary in exchange for

withdrawing the Panama Papers case. Shehbaz Sharif

seeks PKR 10 billion (USD 36 million) in compensation

for the alleged defamatory statements. Imran Khan’s

reply, filed in 2021, stated that the incident was

publicly disclosed for the public good and did not

directly attribute the statement to Shehbaz Sharif. The

next hearing has been scheduled for March 22.

[DAWN]

In related updates, Khan has approached the Lahore

High Court (LHC) for early hearings on his bail pleas in

eight cases related to the series of violent events on

May 9, 2023, when supporters of Khan’s Pakistan

Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) , following the arrest of Khan,

engaged in large-scale protests and riots across

Pakistan.

The demonstrations led to widespread destruction,

including the attack on military installations,

government buildings, and public properties. Khan was

accused of instigating these riots, leading to multiple

criminal cases against him. His party, PTI, maintains

that the actions against him are politically motivated,

while opponents argue that Khan's rhetoric fueled the

unrest.

The former premier has requested that the bail

applications be scheduled for immediate hearing,

asserting that “justice must not only be done, but must

also be seen to be done.” [dunyanews]

Pakistan: President Zardari addresses

parliament amid PTI protest
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(lm) On March 10, Pakistan's President Asif Ali Zardari

addressed a joint session of parliament for the eighth

time, amidst loud protests from opposition lawmakers,

mainly from the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party.

The PTI lawmakers raised slogans in favor of their

jailed leader, former Prime Minister Imran Khan, and

disrupted Zardari's speech by banging their desks and

chanting. The president's address, which is

constitutionally required to take place at the start of

each parliamentary year, is a tradition often marred by

opposition protests. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Court staff accused of bribery,

Islamabad High Court investigates

(sn) Bribery allegations have surfaced at the Islamabad

High Court (IHC), with staff members accused of

demanding money from lawyers and petitioners. The

allegations were released in a letter by Justice Babar

Sattar, emphasizing how such actions undermine the

principles of judges and that measures should be

taken to eliminate all forms of such malpractice. 

While footage is being reviewed for such instances at

the IHC, other courts have been accused of tolerating

similar forms of malpractice. Though many Pakistan

courts, including the IHC, stress the deterioration that

could follow bribery practices, this instance highlights

the unfortunate undermining of justice in Pakistani

courts. [The Express Tribune]

In related news, Justice Saman Rafat Imtiaz has voiced

his concerns over changes to rules that restrict Justice

Mohsin Akhtar Kayani’s decision-making powers with

the IHC. Kayani, previously a part of the IHC

Administration Committee, is not overseen by the chief

justice and three administrative judges, with the

changes made through Rule 237 of the High Court

Rules.

Imtiaz also stated that the rule could be amended, but

this was not done through a full court meeting as

stated in Pakistan’s Constitution. A senior official at the

IHC stated that the administration committee, led by

the chief justice, was the relevant place to amend such

rules, noting that no such rules existed within the

Constitution.

The senior puisne judge now has no substantial

authority over court affairs unless otherwise

nominated as an administrative judge. The changes

can potentially limit checks and balances, such as

bribery within the court system, as well as larger
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implications, including a shift from a structured system

to a discretionary governance model. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Surge in ethnic attacks as

unidentified gunmen kill three Sindh-

based barbers in Balochistan

(lm) Three barbers from Sindh were shot dead by

unidentified gunmen on March 9 in Balochistan’s

Panjgur district, escalating concerns about the rising

ethnic violence in the region.

Although no group has claimed responsibility, the

Baloch Liberation Army (BLA) is suspected, as the

group has previously targeted Punjab-based laborers

and barbers. Balochistan, a resource-rich yet volatile

province, has been plagued by a long-standing

insurgency led by Baloch separatist groups who accuse

the central government of exploiting the region’s

natural resources for the benefit of Punjab while

neglecting the local Baloch population.

The attack is part of a broader pattern of ethnic

violence in the region, which has seen multiple

instances of Baloch separatist militants targeting

ethnic Punjabis. Last month, gunmen killed seven

Punjab-based passengers who were forcibly removed

from a bus in Balochistan. Additionally, in May 2024,

seven Punjab-based barbers were killed near Gwadar.

[Arab News]

Pakistan: Undocumented Afghan

nationals, ACC holders ordered to leave by

March 31

(lm) Pakistan has announced that all undocumented

Afghan nationals, including Afghan Citizen Card (ACC)

holders, must leave by March 31, 2025, or face

deportation starting April 1. The directive follows the

Illegal Foreigners Repatriation Program (IFRP) launched

in November 2023, aimed at removing unauthorized

residents from the country.

The ACC scheme, introduced in 2017, granted

temporary status to Afghan nationals but did not

confer formal refugee recognition like the Proof of

Registration (PoR) system, which is overseen by the

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

(UNHCR). The new policy will primarily affect ACC

holders and other undocumented Afghan migrants,
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many of whom fled to Pakistan after the Taliban

takeover in 2021.

The Pakistani government cites security concerns for

the deportations, alleging that Afghan nationals have

been involved in militant activities, a claim denied by

Taliban authorities in Kabul. Islamabad has assured

that food and healthcare will be provided to returnees

and that no one will be mistreated during the

repatriation process.

The decision has drawn concerns from the UNHCR and

the International Organization for Migration (IOM),

particularly regarding Afghans awaiting resettlement in

third countries like the United States. Many of them

worked with international forces and fear Taliban

retribution, but U.S. refugee admissions remain

uncertain under President Donald Trump’s

administration. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Arrest made in 2024 Greek boat

tragedy

(lm) Pakistan's Federal Investigation Agency (FIA)

announced the arrest of a key individual involved in

the tragic Greek boat incident of December 2024,

where four Pakistanis lost their lives after a migrant

boat sank near the island of Crete. The suspect, who

had been in hiding since the tragedy, was arrested in

the eastern city of Sialkot. The FIA stated that the

individual was part of an international human

trafficking network responsible for attempting to send

migrants to Europe through unsafe boat journeys.

The FIA’s investigation revealed that the suspect had

been involved in multiple human trafficking cases. In

response, the agency is conducting raids to arrest

others linked to the network. The FIA has reiterated its

commitment to cracking down on human traffickers

and preventing the exploitation of individuals seeking

better opportunities abroad.

This tragedy is part of a larger pattern of dangerous

migration routes, with thousands of Pakistanis paying

traffickers for unsafe passage to Europe. Similar

incidents, such as the deadly boat disaster near Pylos,

Greece, in 2023, have brought attention to the growing

risks of illegal sea journeys.[Arab News]

Pakistan: Senate passes resolution for

women’s rights on International Women’s
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Day

(afk) On International Women's Day, the Senate passed

a resolution introduced by Senator Sherry Rehman,

calling for gender equality, economic development,

and legal protections for women. The resolution

advocates for better job opportunities for women, the

elimination of child marriages, immediate justice for

victims of abuse, enhanced safeguards against

harassment in workplaces and public spaces, and

equal access to education and sports. Rehman also

highlighted Pakistan's alarming maternal death rate

and the need to address the systematic oppression of

women. [The News International]

Meanwhile, organizers of the annual Aurat March, a

feminist movement advocating for gender equality and

social justice, took to the streets to call for stronger

enforcement of laws against child marriage and

gender-based violence. The campaigners also

demanded that International Women's Day be

recognized as a public holiday and that gender-based

violence be declared a national emergency.

In addition to their calls for legal reforms, the Aurat

March organizers advocated for the protection of

religious minorities' rights, the full implementation of

the Transgender Rights Protection Act, and the

cessation of persecution of marginalized communities.

They also denounced the obstacles they faced in

organizing, including denials of no-objection

certificates (NOCs) for their protests and the forceful

repatriation of Afghan refugees. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Government nears USD 4.47

billion loan to ease power sector debt

(lm) Pakistan is negotiating a PKR 1.25 trillion (USD 4.47

billion) loan with commercial banks to reduce

mounting energy sector debt, a key requirement under

the ongoing USD 7 billion International Monetary Fund

(IMF) bailout. Power Minister Awais Leghari confirmed

that the loan would be repaid over five to seven years,

though term sheets are yet to be finalized.

The government has raised energy prices as part of

IMF-mandated reforms but still needs to settle

accumulated liabilities in the power sector. The

planned loan will help Islamabad eliminate

government-guaranteed debt and transition to a

revenue-based system, ultimately lowering financing

costs and improving efficiency.
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The Pakistan Banks Association (PBA) stated that more

than half of the loan is already held by banks and

undergoing restructuring. Chairman Zafar Masud

noted that the debt will be cleared over four to six

years through self-liquidating facilities that currently

lack cash flow support. The interest rate on the new

loan will be floating, and Pakistan's top banks are

expected to participate. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Oil regulator faces opposition

over 'take or pay' clause proposal

(lm) The Oil and Gas Regulatory Authority (OGRA) is

mediating between Pakistan's refineries and Oil

Marketing Companies (OMCs) over a proposed "take or

pay" clause in their sales purchase agreements (SPAs).

The clause would require OMCs to pay for the full

amount of oil they are allocated, even if they do not

pick up the product, or face a penalty. Refineries argue

that this would help ensure stability in the oil supply

chain, as OMCs have often failed to lift agreed

quantities, disrupting refinery operations.

However, OMCs, particularly small and medium-sized

ones, strongly oppose the proposal, fearing it would

lead to liquidity crises, supply disruptions, and

potential market exits. The Oil Marketing Association of

Pakistan (OMAP) expressed concerns that the clause

would disproportionately benefit larger players in the

market, further consolidating monopolistic control and

harming competition. OMAP also cited issues with

refineries withholding supply when prices are expected

to rise, forcing OMCs into costly imports.

Despite these concerns, refineries argue that the

clause is necessary to ensure that OMCs comply with

agreed contracts, pointing to frequent disruptions in

operations caused by failure to lift product. Refineries

have called for mutual agreements and regulatory

oversight to ensure fair play and compliance. [Arab

News]

Pakistan: Central bank holds key policy

rate at 12 percent to stabilize inflation

(sn) Pakistan’s central bank decided to hold its key

policy rate at 12 percent, maintaining a “cautious”

approach as it attempts to stabilize inflation.

Despite inflation cooling to 1.5 percent in February

2025, down from a high of around 40 percent in May
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2023, the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) emphasized the

need to maintain its monetary policy stance. The rate

cut earlier in the year by 1,000 basis points from 22

percent was part of the efforts to revive economic

sentiment, supported by a USD 7 billion bailout from

the International Monetary Fund (IMF).

The decision was a surprise to many economists who

had expected a rate cut of up to 150 basis points. The

SBP highlighted the risks of inflation volatility,

particularly in food and energy prices, and its focus on

keeping inflation within a 5–7 percent range. The bank

also reaffirmed its growth forecast of 2.5 percent to 3.5

percent for the fiscal year, noting some pressures on

the external account due to rising imports and weak

financial inflows.

The country’s foreign exchange reserves stood at USD

11 billion, enough to cover two months of imports,

while the current account shifted to a deficit of USD 0.4

billion in January 2025. Despite these challenges,

Pakistan remains on track for a gradual recovery, with

hopes to increase its reserves beyond USD 13 billion by

June 2025. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Government plans to adopt

cryptocurrency as ‘strategic asset’

(sn) The chief adviser to the finance minister, Bilal bin

Saqib, has announced Pakistan’s plans to utilize

cryptocurrency as a “strategic asset”, hoping to create

a digital financial revolution. Saqib referred to the

United States’ establishment of a Bitcoin Strategic

Reserve as a “historic” move, highlighting the shifting

perspective on the value of the digital economy.

Saqib stated that the priorities for establishing virtual

currencies included developing future-centric

regulatory frameworks and compliance measures. The

adviser also highlighted the current challenges facing

the sector, including high transaction fees in Pakistan.

Pakistan’s central bank added further complications

with the recent announcement that cryptocurrencies,

including Bitcoin, Pay Diamond, OneCoin, DasCoin, and

Pakcoin, were illegal and prohibited from all forms of

trading. 

While Pakistan currently has roughly 20 million

cryptocurrency investors, there is hope that well-

developed frameworks will allow the virtual asset to

achieve greater legitimacy and accelerated adoption

into the market. The addition of the crypto council is

expected to aid in this process and engage with the
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international market to develop globally standardized

frameworks. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Remittances inflow increases by

38.6 percent in February

(lm) Pakistan saw a 38.6 percent increase in

remittances in February 2025, with total inflows

reaching USD 3.1 billion, driven by major contributions

from Saudi Arabia (USD 744.4 million) and the UAE

(USD 652.2 million). The growth is attributed to

reforms aimed at curbing illegal foreign exchange

trading, as well as incentives from the central bank.

These remittances play a crucial role in stabilizing

Pakistan’s foreign exchange reserves and supporting

its balance of payments. Over the first eight months of

FY25, remittances have increased by 32.5 percent

compared to the same period last year, with families

increasingly relying on support from migrant workers

due to domestic inflation. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Debt rises by 4.6 percent to USD

257 billion

(sn) The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has announced

that Pakistan’s domestic and external debt liabilities

climbed by 4.6 percent from USD 246 billion to USD

257 billion. The debt increase was recorded from July

to January of the current fiscal year and was primarily

attributed to the rise in domestic debt.

Financial analysts attributed the increase in domestic

debt to limited external borrowing, though this, too,

saw a slight rise during the same recorded period. The

total increase in domestic loans was 6.5 percent, with

USD 149 billion comprising long-term loans and USD

29.8 billion worth of short-term loans. [Business

Recorder]

Pakistan: Prime Minister prioritizes SMEs,

youth employment training for economic

growth

(sn) Pakistan’s Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif stated

that the government will prioritize small and medium

enterprises (SMEs) to spur economic growth while

stressing the need for professional training within the

sector. The statements were made as Sharif chaired

the Small and Medium Enterprises Development
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Authority (SMEDA) committee meeting, with

representatives of the Ministry of Commerce also

present. 

The news highlights Pakistan’s plans to strengthen

SMEs, with micro-enterprises introduced to the SME

sector, plans to establish interest-free loans for rural

businesses, and other policies to reshape the industry.

The SMEDA, in collaboration with the Minister of

Commerce, is also seeking enhanced export

opportunities for Pakistani SMEs in the sector. 

In related news, Sharif attended a meeting on the

National Youth Employment Plan to better align

vocational training programs with industry demands,

stating that he would personally oversee the plan's

progress. The PM stressed the importance of

developing Pakistan’s youth, with roughly 2.4 to 6

million young Pakistanis expected to receive vocational

training within the next four years. [The Express

Tribune 1]

News was later released about the provision of

interest-free business loans to skilled youth in the

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) province. A memorandum of

understanding (MoU) was signed between The

Technical Education Vocational Training Authority

(TEVTA) and the Bank of Khyber (BoK), which will allow

around 35,000 skilled youth aged between 18 and 30

to access the loan. 

Each eligible individual will receive up to USD 1,700 to

establish a business or project within the community.

To qualify for the loan, individuals must possess a

diploma or certification, as Pakistan begins

implementing projects to encourage young

entrepreneurs and spark the economy. [The Express

Tribune 2]

Following this announcement, Sharif chaired a meeting

with Huawei Technologies to review the plan to

provide information and communication technology

(ICT) training to 300,000 young Pakistanis.

Representatives from Huawei confirmed that 20,315

students had thus far been trained, receiving

specialized training in artificial intelligence,

cybersecurity, and cloud computing.

The meeting centered on the evolving digital landscape

and ensured that training was linked to employment

opportunities. Sharif stated that he would oversee the

plan's implementation and officially inaugurate the ICT

Training Portal. The official launch date has yet to be

announced. [DAWN]
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Pakistan: Pakistan International Airlines

privatization to be completed within

three months

(sn) Pakistan's Privatization Minister Abdul Aleem Khan

announced that the government aims to complete the

privatization of the national carrier, Pakistan

International Airlines (PIA), within the next three

months. This follows the introduction of new reforms

and the airline’s expansion of European flights, which

Khan stated would make the privatization process

more appealing to investors.

While the government has previously privatized seven

loss-making state-owned enterprises (SOEs) in January,

the privatization of PIA has yet to be completed. The

government is confident that the latest reforms,

combined with the return of PIA flights to Europe, will

help attract stronger investor interest. Khan

emphasized that PIA is on the path to profitability,

further enhancing its investment appeal.

In the last bidding process for PIA’s privatization, held

in October 2024, only one bid was received, with Blue

World City offering USD 36 million for a 60 percent

stake, well below the government's minimum price of

PKR 85 billion (USD 300 million). Despite six groups

being pre-qualified, concerns over policy continuity,

taxation, and legacy issues with the airline have

hindered interest.

The airline’s cumulative losses are estimated at nearly

USD 3 billion, with its total asset valuation around USD

572 million. However, with PIA’s planned flights to the

UK and the resumption of its European operations

after the lifting of a 2020 ban by the European Union

Aviation Safety Agency (EASA), Khan is optimistic about

generating stronger interest from potential investors.

The airline’s prospects are further boosted by the

introduction of PIA flights to the UK, scheduled for

three months from now. [The Express Tribune]

Pakistan: Khyber Pakhtunkhwa struggles

to contain surging militancy

(sn/afk) Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) continues to witness

a surge in militant activity, with multiple deadly attacks

in recent days, significantly escalating security

concerns in the region.

On March 10, two police officers from the Counter-

Terrorism Department (CTD) were killed in a drive-by

shooting near Tanda Dam in Kohat district. The attack,
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believed to be linked to the rising militancy since the

collapse of the truce with Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan

(TTP) in November 2022, highlights the ongoing

instability in KP. [Arab News 1]

Earlier in the week, militancy in KP reached new

heights when multiple attacks left 33 dead and several

others wounded. A major suicide attack on the Bannu

Cantonment saw security forces repel the attackers,

killing at least six militants. However, civilian casualties

were reported from explosions caused by vehicle-

borne bombs. This attack, claimed by a faction of the

banned Hafiz Gul Bahadur group, was followed by a

suicide bombing at Darul Uloom Haqqania in Akora

Khattak, which killed 12 people and injured 16 others.

[The Express Tribune] [DAWN 1]

Further violence unfolded when two suicide bombers

breached a military base in Bannu, killing five soldiers

and 13 civilians, including women and children. The

attack, claimed by Jaish Al-Fursan, also led to the

collapse of multiple buildings, trapping several people

under the rubble. Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif

condemned the attacks, while Army Chief General Syed

Asim Munir blamed Afghanistan for hosting militants

responsible for such attacks.  [Arab News 2] [Arab

News 3] [DAWN 2]

Pakistan's military responded with intelligence-based

operations, including one in the Tank District, where

three militants were killed, and another attack in

Kurram, where militants killed three Pakistani soldiers

and injured seven others. [ISPR] [Arab News 4]

Pakistan: 225 vehicles deliver essential

supplies to Parachinar; 272 bunkers

demolished

(sn) Pakistan reported that a convoy of 225 vehicles

reached Parachinar, where supplies such as food,

petroleum products, and essential goods were

delivered to locals on March 4. The convoy’s arrival is

welcome news for Parachinar after 130 vehicles,

including five oil tankers, were ambushed the day

before by militants in the Kurram district. 

The vehicles were reportedly attacked in Char Khel

before attackers began firing at the convoy and looting

supplies, including medicines. Reports stated that a

driver was injured during the attack, but that no

casualties occurred.

News was also released that 272 bunkers had thus far

been demolished in Parachinar, and the associated
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trenches were being removed. The bunkers are being

removed as part of a peace agreement signed in

January 2025, as rival parties in Kurram elected to

settle the sectarian conflict. Pakistan continues to seek

peace in the Kurram district, with the bunker

demolitions pointing to a potential end to conflict in

the area. [DAWN] [The Express Tribune]

Pakistan: Religious party leader killed in

mosque attack in Balochistan

(lm) Mufti Shah Meer Aziz, a leader of the Jamiat Ulema

Islam (JUI) party, was shot dead while offering prayers

at a mosque in Turbat, Balochistan on March 7. The

mosque’s prayer leader was also injured in the attack.

No group has claimed responsibility, but police suspect

it was a targeted attack and have launched an

investigation. The killing follows the March 2

assassination of two other JUI members, Wadera

Ghulam Sarwar and Molvi Amanullah, in Khuzdar,

Balochistan.

On March 7, JUI members held protests against these

killings and the February 28 suicide bombing at Jamia

Haqqania seminary in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, which

killed Maulana Hamidul Haq and six others. [Arab

News]

Maulana Hamidul Haq was the son of the late Maulana

Samiul Haq, a prominent Deobandi cleric known as the

"Father of the Taliban" due to his influence over

Afghan Taliban leaders. Samiul Haq led the Darul

Uloom Haqqania madrassa, which has trained many

members of the Taliban. Maulana Hamidul Haq

continued his father's work at the seminary until his

assassination in the February 28 mosque attack, one of

four separate attacks in Pakistan that day, two of them

targeting mosques, just before the start of Ramadan.

[AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1]

Pakistan: Violence continues in

Balochistan with highway blockage and

bombing

(sn/mra) Violence in Balochistan continues to cause

disruption, as militants set vehicles alight, blocking the

Makran Coastal Highway, and an improvised explosive

device (IED) attack in Khuzdar killed five people.
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Armed men blocked the Makran Coastal Highway in

Kech district, Balochistan, on March 3, setting multiple

vehicles on fire and causing disruptions in the area.

The attackers stopped traffic near Shapak, forced

passengers to disembark, and torched trucks and

buses before fleeing. [DAWN 1]

In a separate attack, five people were killed, and ten

others were injured in an improvised explosive device

(IED) blast in Naal, near Khuzdar. The IED, which was

attached to a motorcycle, exploded in a crowded

street. Police confirmed that the blast targeted a pro-

government tribal elder and caused his vehicle to catch

fire, resulting in the deaths of five of his companions.

The individuals responsible for the attack have not

been identified. [Arab News] [DAWN 2]

On the following day, Pakistani forces arrested four

militants in Toba Kakri, where they had entered

Pakistan from Afghanistan and were planning a

terrorist attack. The militants, armed with grenades

and firearms, were apprehended before they could

carry out their plans. Local residents assisted security

forces in the arrest, helping prevent a major attack.

[DAWN 3]

Pakistan: Deadly disease Naegleria

fowleri kills first victim in 2025

(sn) Health officials confirmed the death of a woman in

February was caused by a deadly brain-eating amoeba

called Naegleria fowleri. The disease is transmitted

through contaminated water, with more than 98

percent of people killed within 5 to 7 days. 

Cases of Naegleria fowleri have risen in recent years,

with over a hundred people killed since its inception in

2008. Officials said the woman attended no water-

related activities, hoping the disease had not spread

into local water sources. Symptoms of the infection

include a severe headache, high fever, altered taste,

nausea, and vomiting. 

The woman’s death raises larger concerns for

Pakistan’s water supply, with a 2021 study by the Sindh

Health Department finding that 95 percent of water in

Karachi was unfit for consumption. With Naegleria

fowleri having no cure, transmission of the disease

could be disastrous for the Pakistani population. [Arab

News]
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Sri Lanka: Government launches probe

into ex-President Wickremesinghe

following controversial interview

(lm) The Sri Lankan government, led by President

Anura Kumara Dissanayake, has announced a new

inquiry into allegations against former President Ranil

Wickremesinghe, including his alleged involvement in

the Batalanda torture camp, the Central Bank bond

scam, and the 2019 Easter Sunday attacks. Deputy

Minister of Public Security Sunil Watagala stated that

the investigation aims to address past accusations that

had been politically shielded, particularly those related

to the Batalanda Commission report, which resurfaced

during Wickremesinghe’s interview on Al Jazeera

English’s Head to Head. [Tamil Guardian 1]

The probe follows Wickremesinghe’s interview with

journalist Mehdi Hasan, where he struggled to answer

questions about Sri Lanka’s war crimes, enforced

disappearances, and impunity for military officials.

When confronted with the Batalanda Commission’s

findings, which implicated him in torture, illegal

detention, and extrajudicial killings, Wickremesinghe

denied the report’s existence, before later questioning

its validity. [YouTube]

The Batalanda Commission, established in 1995,

investigated allegations that a secret torture and

detention facility operated in the Batalanda housing

complex during the late 1980s insurgency led by the

Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP), a Marxist-Leninist

rebel group. The JVP launched a violent uprising

against the Sri Lankan government, which responded

with an equally brutal counterinsurgency campaign

that involved extrajudicial killings, enforced

disappearances, and torture. The commission found

that Wickremesinghe, then a government minister, was

linked to Batalanda’s operations, and recommended

that he be barred from holding public office due to his

alleged complicity.

The JVP, which was the main target of state repression

at the time, has since transitioned into a political party

and now leads the ruling National People’s Power

(NPP) alliance. This historical connection makes

Batalanda a politically charged issue for President

Anura Kumara Dissanayake and his government, as

many of his allies in the JVP were among those

persecuted in the 1988–1989 period.

Following the interview, Wickremesinghe attempted to

discredit Al Jazeera and accused two panelists of

having links to the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam

(LTTE). He specifically targeted academic Madura

Rasaratnam, claiming her husband was an advisor to
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Anton Balasingham, and former BBC journalist Frances

Harrison, accusing her of inflating civilian death tolls.

[Daily Mirror 1] [Tamil Guardian 2]

Wickremesinghe complained that the interview was

unfairly edited, asserting that the two-hour discussion

was cut down to an hour, leaving out key moments. His

longtime ally, former Foreign Minister Ali Sabry,

echoed these sentiments, calling the interview a

premeditated attack rather than a journalistic inquiry.

Wickremesinghe’s missteps were mocked in

Parliament, where Leader of the House Bimal

Ratnayake likened his performance to a Ferrari

crashing into Al Jazeera. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Former IGP Deshabandu

Tennakoon remains at large as police

intensify manhunt

(db/lm) Authorities in Sri Lanka are escalating efforts to

locate former Inspector General of Police (IGP)

Deshabandu Tennakoon, who remains unaccounted

for despite an arrest warrant issued in connection with

the Weligama shooting incident on December 31,

2023. The Matara Magistrate’s Court previously

imposed both an arrest warrant and a travel ban on

Tennakoon after he failed to appear for questioning.

The shooting incident in Weligama occurred when a

team from the Colombo Crimes Division (CCD),

operating without notifying local police, attempted to

apprehend notorious underworld figure Nadun

Chinthaka Wickremaratne, also known as ‘Harak Kata.’

The CCD officers, dressed in civilian clothes, were

mistakenly fired upon by Weligama police, who

identified their vehicle as a threat. Two CCD officers

were injured, and a Police Sergeant later died in the

hospital. Investigations later revealed that the

deployment of the CCD team was unauthorized,

prompting the court to issue arrest orders for

Tennakoon and seven CCD officers. [AiR No. 9,

March/2025, 1]

Against this backdrop, law enforcement officials have

urged the public to provide any information regarding

Tennakoon’s whereabouts. Authorities have deployed

multiple search teams but have not yet located him.

Police warned that anyone assisting Tennakoon in

evading capture would be prosecuted under Article

209 of the Sri Lankan Penal Code. [Ada Derana] [Daily

News] [Daily Mirror 1]
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In parallel, the Deputy Minister of Public Security has

stated that if Tennakoon continues to avoid court

proceedings, his assets—including both movable and

immovable properties—will be frozen under existing

legal provisions. [Daily Mirror 2]

Meanwhile, political controversy has emerged, with

former Minister Patali Champika Ranawaka alleging

that a deal between President Anura Kumara

Dissanayake and former Minister Tiran Alles is

preventing Tennakoon’s arrest. He accused the

government of shielding political allies, further fueling

concerns over the politicization of law enforcement.

[Daily Mirror 3]

Sri Lanka: Easter Sunday attack

mastermind claims reignite political and

investigative tensions

Sri Lanka’s investigation into the 2019 Easter Sunday

bombings has gained renewed attention following

allegations by Galagoda Aththe Gnanasara Thera,

General Secretary of the hardline Sinhala-Buddhist

nationalist Bodu Bala Sena (BBS), who claims to know

the mastermind behind the attacks. He stated that he

intends to disclose the information only to President

Anura Kumara Dissanayake and top security officials,

avoiding public discussion. Gnanasara’s claims follow

previous assertions that he had warned authorities—

including Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith—about extremist

threats well before the attacks, but was ignored [see

AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1]. [Daily Mirror]

The Easter Sunday bombings, carried out by local

extremists affiliated with the Islamic State, targeted

churches and luxury hotels, killing over 260 people,

including foreign nationals. The attacks had significant

political consequences, leading to the electoral defeat

of then-President Maithripala Sirisena and the rise of

Gotabaya Rajapaksa, amid accusations that intelligence

failures or deliberate inaction contributed to the

tragedy. A Presidential Commission of Inquiry (PCoI)

later held officials, including Sirisena, accountable for

security lapses but failed to identify a mastermind,

fueling continued speculation. The Supreme Court

ordered Sirisena to pay LKR 100 million (USD 340,000)

in compensation to victims' families.

The current administration has reopened the

investigation based on claims by Azad Maulana, a

former secretary to MP Sivanesathurai

Chandrakanthan (Pillayan), who alleged that Pillayan

orchestrated the attack from prison, with possible

complicity from Gotabaya Rajapaksa and ex-State
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Intelligence Service Chief Suresh Sallay. These claims

have added further political dimensions to the case,

with defense officials considering bringing Maulana

from Switzerland to testify. [AiR No. 6, February/2025,

2]

Sri Lanka: Local election preparations

underway as parties and candidates

finalize nominations

(lm) Sri Lanka’s Election Commission has confirmed

that 57 independent groups and 18 political parties

have paid their deposits for the upcoming local

government elections, with deposits covering 168 local

government institutions. The deposit collection period,

which began on March 3, will conclude on March 19,

while nominations are set to open on March 17. [Daily

Mirror 1]

Meanwhile, the ruling National People’s Power (NPP)

alliance has announced that Executive Committee

member Vraie Cally Balthazar will be its candidate for

Mayor of Colombo in the upcoming elections.

Additionally, the party has committed to nominating

women for at least 25 percent of its candidate lists

across all local government bodies. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: State TV channels mismanaged

under past administrations, ruling MP

claims

(lm) Ruling party MP Jagath Manuwarna has accused

former Sri Lankan presidents of financially

mismanaging the state-owned television channels, Sri

Lanka Rupavahini Corporation (SLRC) and Independent

Television Network (ITN). Speaking in Parliament on

March 6, Manuwarna claimed that past

administrations used these channels for political

propaganda but failed to compensate them for

election campaign advertisements.

He cited financial figures from SLRC, stating that the

channel provided services worth LKR 122 million (USD

392,000) in 2021, LKR 144 million (USD 462,000) in

2022, and LKR 154 million (USD 496,000) in 2023

without receiving proper payments. The MP argued

that state-run television stations should no longer rely

on public funding and must be restructured to

generate independent revenue. [Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Former army chief of staff

granted bail in procurement case

(lm) Former Sri Lanka Army Chief of Staff, retired Major

General Nanda Mallawaarachchi, has been granted bail

by the Colombo Fort Magistrate following concerns

that he could be arrested in connection with a 2014

sports equipment procurement case. Mallawaarachchi,

who served as the Secretary to the Ministry of Sports

at the time, had previously testified as a prosecution

witness in a related corruption case. His defense

argued that his health and past service to the country,

including leading the Mavil Aru operation, should be

considered. The court released him on two sureties of

LKR 5 million (USD 15,000). [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Ruling alliance lawmaker

alleges misuse of funds for unfinished

bridge in Hambantota

(sl) Government MP Upul Kithsirti said in Parliament

that either Opposition Leader Sajith Premadasa, while

serving as Minister of Housing, or his secretary

misused funds allocated for the construction of a

bridge over the Walawe Ganga in the Hambantota

District. He claimed that the accusation came from

local residents.

Minister of Transport and Leader of the House Bimal

Ratnayake noted that the bridge remains half-built and

abandoned in the middle of the river, citing similar

cases where allocated funds were either unspent or

projects were never initiated.

In response, Premadasa stated that work on the bridge

stopped during the 2019 presidential election and was

not continued by the Gotabaya Rajapaksa

administration. He claimed that none of the

Yahapalana government's projects were continued by

its successors. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Police misconduct and

corruption cases under investigation

Sri Lanka’s law enforcement and judicial system are

facing scrutiny following multiple cases of police

misconduct and corruption. A magistrate has ordered

an investigation into the deaths of two suspects in

police custody, who were arrested for a recent murder

in Kotahena. Police claimed the suspects were shot in

self-defense while retrieving hidden weapons, but
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concerns over suspicious circumstances led the court

to demand further inquiries. [Daily Mirror 1]

Meanwhile, corruption allegations have surfaced

against law enforcement and judicial officials. In

Galnewa, a sub-inspector and a police constable were

remanded for soliciting a bribe of LKR 30,000 (USD 98)

from a resident in exchange for dropping legal action.

In another case, a court staff member at the Chief

Magistrate’s Court was arrested for accepting a LKR

3,000 (USD 10) bribe to expedite the release of case

documents. [Daily Mirror 2] [Daily Mirror 3]

Separately, three officers from Kollupitiya Police were

arrested for demanding LKR 50,000 (USD 163) from an

Austrian tourist, allegedly in exchange for not taking

legal action over foreign cigarettes in her possession.

[Daily Mirror 4]

Sri Lanka: Opposition calls for healthcare

to be recognized as a constitutional right

(lm) Opposition Leader Sajith Premadasa has proposed

that healthcare be included as a fundamental right in

Sri Lanka’s Constitution, arguing that the current

framework limits human rights to civic and political

freedoms. Speaking during a parliamentary debate on

the Health Ministry's budget, he emphasized the need

for a broader definition of human rights that

encompasses economic, social, religious, cultural,

health, and education rights.

Premadasa urged the government to amend the

Constitution or incorporate this change into the

proposed new Constitution, pledging full support from

the opposition for such a move. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Study highlights low alcohol

and smoking rates among women but

warns of industry targeting

(lm) A recent study by the Alcohol and Drug

Information Centre (ADIC) has found that Sri Lanka has

a notably low rate of alcohol consumption and

smoking among women. However, ADIC warns that

alcohol and tobacco companies are using targeted

marketing strategies to normalize alcohol and tobacco

use among women.

The ADIC study, which surveyed 1,000 women over the

age of 15 across 25 districts, found that 54 percent of
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women have faced problems due to others' alcohol

consumption, while 43 percent reported mental and

psychological distress as a result. Moreover, 64 percent

of respondents believed that women’s rights are

violated when alcohol companies use women in

promotional activities, and 69 percent reported

experiencing discomfort in public places due to

alcohol-related behavior.

ADIC has called for a national-level action plan to

counter industry narratives and increase awareness

among children about the effects of alcohol

consumption from an early age. The organization also

emphasized the need to empower women to respond

to harassment that occurs under the guise of alcohol

consumption. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: National Media Policy set to

take effect by June

(lm) The Sri Lankan government plans to implement a

National Media Policy by June this year, aiming to

establish clearer guidelines for media operations and

ethics. The Minister of Mass Media announced the

initiative during a parliamentary debate, stating that

the policy would include educational programs on

media ethics, particularly targeting schoolchildren.

Additionally, the government will accelerate the long-

delayed process of digitalizing television broadcasting.

Authorities emphasize that the move will modernize

the country's media landscape and enhance

accessibility to digital content. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government to introduce law

banning corporal punishment

(lm) Sri Lanka's Justice Minister announced that new

legislation banning corporal punishment will be

introduced soon. Speaking during the committee stage

debate on the budget, he stated that all forms of

physical punishment would be prohibited under the

new law. Additionally, measures will be introduced to

promote children's rights, including encouraging their

voices to be heard on issues affecting them. [Daily

Mirror]

Sri Lanka: 216 girls under 16 became

pregnant last year
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(lm) An opposition MP has revealed that 216 girls

under the age of 16 became pregnant in Sri Lanka last

year, highlighting concerns over child protection and

social welfare. Speaking in Parliament, the MP

emphasized the severity of the issue, noting that

among the cases, a ten-year-old girl was found to be

pregnant. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: CEB profit declines in December

quarter amid tariff reductions

(lm) The Ceylon Electricity Board (CEB), Sri Lanka’s

state-owned electricity provider, recorded a sharp

decline in profits for the December 2024 quarter,

reporting a net profit of LKR 1.86 billion (USD 6.32

million), significantly down from LKR 80.02 billion (USD

272 million) in the same period in 2023. The drop in

revenue, which fell by 35 percent to LKR 113.25 billion

(USD 385 million), was attributed to two electricity tariff

cuts in 2024.

For the full financial year, CEB posted a profit of LKR

150.51 billion (USD 512 million), a significant increase

from LKR 63.89 billion (USD 217 million) in 2023,

despite a 16 percent drop in revenue to LKR 569.04

billion (USD 1.94 billion).

CEB implemented a third tariff reduction in January

2025, cutting rates by an average of 20 percent. The

impact of this reduction, along with rising costs due to

ongoing dry weather conditions, is expected to reflect

in the March quarter results. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: IMF warns that Trade union

strikes could disrupt recovering economy

(pn) The IMF warned that Sri Lanka’s fragile economic

recovery could be at risk due to looming trade union

strikes over public sector benefit reductions. The

nation, which secured a USD 2.9 billion IMF bailout in

2023 following its 2022 economic collapse, has been

implementing strict fiscal policies to stabilize its

economy. However, discontent over austerity

measures is leading to potential disruptions.

The IMF has cautioned that ongoing labor strikes could

derail Sri Lanka’s economic progress. President Anura

Kumara Dissanayake’s first budget increased public

sector wages but simultaneously slashed long-standing

benefits to repair government finances. These cuts

have sparked unrest among public sector workers,
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with the country’s main doctors' union and teachers

considering work stoppages.

The IMF recently disbursed its fourth tranche of USD

334 million from the bailout package, commending Sri

Lanka’s adherence to reform commitments. The

organization noted that Sri Lanka’s economic

indicators show signs of improvement, with inflation

remaining low, revenue collection improving, and

foreign reserves growing. While the economy grew by

4.5% in 2024 and is projected to expand by 3% in 2025,

the IMF noted that continued economic recovery

depends on maintaining the current reform trajectory.

[Eastern Eye]

Peter Breuer, the IMF team leader, emphasized that

these reforms mark the “last big push” for the

country’s austerity program and has stated that

everyone who can “should make a sacrifice." He

stressed the importance of sticking with the reforms

implemented by the IMF and highlighted the

significance of ensuring tax compliance, more stringent

social welfare targeting, and sustainable public finance

management. [Daily mirror]

In response to the government’s budgetary cuts, the

Government Medical Officers’ Association (GMOA) and

the Health Trade Unions Alliance (HTUA) had planned a

nationwide strike on March 5 and 6, respectively. The

strike was temporarily suspended following

discussions with Health Minister Dr. Nalinda Jayatissa,

and the GMOA announced that further action would

be determined based on the outcome of the budget’s

final vote on March 21. [The Morning] [World Socialist

Web Site 1]

The Health Workers Action Committee (HWAC) has

strongly criticized both the government’s austerity

measures and the actions of the trade union

leadership. HWAC argued that the unions have

betrayed health workers by calling off planned strikes

based on vague assurances from government officials.

According to the committee, the cuts to health sector

allowances and delayed salary increases represent a

continuation of IMF-imposed austerity,

disproportionately burdening working-class citizens

while prioritizing debt repayment and fiscal discipline.

HWAC warns that trade union leaders are complicit in

suppressing legitimate worker resistance by canceling

strikes to maintain government stability. The

committee calls for independent worker-led action,

urging the formation of democratically elected action

committees in hospitals and health institutions to

mobilize against IMF-driven austerity. They demand

the repudiation of foreign debt and a substantial
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increase in public health funding to address staff

shortages, outdated facilities, and poor working

conditions. [World Socialist Web Site 2]

Sri Lanka: President prioritizes

uninterrupted fertilizer supply and

expedited crop damage compensation

(lm) President Anura Kumara Dissanayake has

emphasized the need for an uninterrupted supply of

fertilizer for the Yala farming season, highlighting its

importance in ensuring the smooth commencement of

agricultural activities. The Yala season, which runs

from May to August, is one of Sri Lanka's two primary

cultivation periods, relying on irrigation and occasional

rainfall. During a meeting at the Presidential

Secretariat with officials from the Ministry of

Agriculture, Livestock, Land, and Irrigation, he stressed

the urgency of providing farmers with timely access to

fertilizers to prevent shortages and disruptions. [Daily

Mirror 1]

In a separate discussion, the President instructed

officials to expedite compensation payments for crop

damages caused by recent heavy rains and natural

disasters. Reviewing budgetary allocations for 2025, he

urged the efficient utilization of funds designated for

agricultural projects. He also underscored the need for

accurate agricultural data to improve decision-making,

ensure fair market prices for farm produce, and

protect both farmers and consumers. The discussions

further addressed the development of the livestock

sector, the promotion of export-oriented crops, and

the progress of Milco, Sri Lanka’s state-owned dairy

company. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Worker remittances exceed

USD 1.1 billion as of February

(lm) Sri Lankan workers abroad sent back USD 548.1

million in remittances in February 2025, marking a

year-on-year increase from USD 476.2 million but

slightly lower than January's USD 573.0 million. Total

inflows for the first two months of the year reached

USD 1.12 billion, reflecting a 16.3 percent increase.

This growth follows a significant rise in migration due

to economic hardships in recent years, with many

workers now using official banking channels instead of

informal money transfer systems like Undiyal and

Hawala. In 2024, Sri Lanka received USD 6.57 billion in
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remittances, the highest since 2020, and is expected to

surpass USD 7 billion in 2025, strengthening its foreign

reserves and balance of payments. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Finance Ministry sets 90-day

deadline for vehicle registration

(sl) The Ministry of Finance has announced that

vehicles imported into Sri Lanka after the lifting of the

import ban must be registered within 90 days. Failure

to do so will result in a fine of 3%, with a maximum of

45%. Officials informed the Parliamentary Committee

on Public Finance, chaired by MP Harsha de Silva, and

added that if 25% or more of the vehicles imported by

a single importer are not registered within six months,

their import license will be suspended. [Daily Mirror]

The announcement follows President Anura Kumara

Dissanayake’s decision to resume car imports after a

five-year ban [see AiR No. 2, January/2025, 2].

Sri Lanka: Construction of second

terminal at Bandaranaike International

Airport to commence this year

(lm) Sri Lanka will begin construction on the second

terminal of Bandaranaike International Airport (BIA)

this year, aiming to expand the country's aviation

capacity. The project will introduce 30 new gates by

next winter, according to the Minister of Aviation.

In addition to the expansion, the government plans to

introduce a domestic aviation law to regulate internal

air travel. Authorities are also considering using all

international airports in the country for domestic air

transport to enhance connectivity. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Dissanayake government about

to rebuild Mattala Airport into aircraft

repair center

(db) On March 7, 2025, Minister of Transport,

Highways, Ports and Civil Aviation Bimal Ratnayake

unveiled in a budget session of the Parliament of Sri

Lanka plans of the Dissanayake government to rebuild

the struggling Mattala Mahinda Rajapaksa

International Airport into a dedicated aircraft repair

center.
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According to Ratnayake, the government’s strategy

focuses on finding a suitable foreign cooperation

partner with the goal of turning the airport into a

profitable enterprise. He highlighted the urgent need

for this transformation, citing the airport’s significant

financial losses of LKR 38.5 billion (USD 130 million)

between 2020 and 2025 in addition to its initial

construction costs of LKR 36.5 billion (USD 123 million).

Finally, Ratnayake highlighted the Dissanayake

government’s dedication to making the aircraft repair

hub a revenue-generating asset. Strategic partnerships

and sustainable operations will be crucial for realizing

this vision, ensuring the airport can contribute

positively to the national economy in the future. [Daily

News]

Sri Lanka: New chairman appointed to Sri

Lanka Transport Board

(lm) Jewaka Prasanna Purasinghe has been appointed

as the new Chairman of the Sri Lanka Transport Board

(SLTB) and officially assumed duties at the board’s

head office in Narahenpita. Purasinghe has held senior

positions in private institutions and is currently the

Chairman of the Sri Lanka Engineering Company. His

appointment comes amid ongoing efforts to address

operational inefficiencies in the SLTB. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Authorities tighten security

amid rise in gang violence and

underworld influence

(lm) Sri Lankan authorities are intensifying efforts to

combat organized crime following a surge in shootings

and targeted killings, with 19 reported gun-related

incidents this year. Investigations have led to the arrest

of 68 suspects and the seizure of multiple firearms,

including T-56 rifles and pistols. In response to the

continued circulation of illegal weapons, police have

increased rewards for information leading to their

recovery, offering LKR 1 million (USD 3,260) for officers

who arrest suspects carrying T-56 rifles and LKR

750,000 (USD 2,445) for private informants. [Daily

Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror 2]

Concerns over underworld activities escalated after the

high-profile assassination of alleged gang leader and

drug trafficker Ganemulla Sanjeewa inside the

Colombo Magistrate’s Court on February 19. A gunman

disguised as a lawyer shot Sanjeewa at close range
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during a bail hearing, exposing critical weaknesses in

judicial security. Sanjeewa, previously detained at the

high-security Boosa Prison, had been accused of

involvement in 19 murders. Investigations revealed

that the gun used in the attack was smuggled into the

courtroom inside a hollowed-out book by an

accomplice, who remains at large. Authorities suspect

ties to an underworld figure currently based in Dubai.

[AiR No. 8, February/2025, 4]

Meanwhile, nine individuals arrested in connection

with the Sanjeewa case remain in custody and have

been further remanded until March 21. [Daily Mirror 3]

Sri Lanka: Police Commission approves

major transfers of senior officers

(lm) The National Police Commission has approved a

series of transfers affecting senior police officers,

including Senior Superintendents of Police (SSPs) and

Officers-in-Charge (OICs), as part of an ongoing

reshuffle within the force. Nine SSPs, including the

Director of the Commission to Investigate Allegations

of Bribery or Corruption (CIABOC), and 28 OICs were

transferred with immediate effect. Additionally, four

SSPs have been promoted to acting Deputy Inspector

General (DIG) positions, overseeing districts such as

Batticaloa, Ratnapura, Monaragala, and the Western

Province Traffic Division. [Daily Mirror 1]

In a separate reshuffle, eight other SSPs were

reassigned, including key roles such as the Director of

the Ministerial Security Division (MSD), the Financial

Crimes Investigations Division (FCID), and the Police

Mounted Division. [Daily Mirror 2]
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Brunei: Government introduces personal

data protection law

(ga) Brunei has introduced the Personal Data

Protection Order 2025 following its enactment by the

Legislative Council, the country’s parliament, during a

meeting on March 6.

The law grants individuals the right to control how

private sector organizations collect, use, and disclose

their personal data. This includes the right to be

informed about data collection purposes, to opt in or

out, and to withdraw consent at any time. Additionally,

private sector companies are required to appoint at

least one data protection officer responsible for

ensuring compliance with the law.

Endorsed by Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah in January

2025, the law will be implemented in phases, with a

one-year grace period for compliance. The Authority

for Info-communications Technology Industry (AITI) will

oversee enforcement, ensuring businesses adhere to

data protection practices, including accuracy, security,

and user consent rights.

Meanwhile, Minister of Transport and

Infocommunications Pg Dato Shamhary Pg Dato Hj

Mustapha emphasized that while the law applies only

to private sector organizations and NGOs, government

entities must also comply with existing frameworks for

managing personal data, including the Data Sharing

Guidelines, the Official Secrets Act, and the Protective

Security Manual. [Borneo Bulletin] [The Scoop]

Brunei: Government introduces long-term

pass to attract investors and skilled

professionals

(ga/dql) Brunei has introduced a Long-Term Pass (LTP)

policy to attract foreign investors and skilled
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professionals, announced by Minister of Home Affairs

Ahmaddin Abdul Rahman during the 21st Legislative

Council (LegCo) Session on March 4.

The measure aims to strengthen the country’s

economic diversification and workforce development

by granting eligible foreigners a five-year multiple-

entry visa under three categories: Long-Term Social

Visit Pass for those with family ties to Brunei citizens

and permanent residents; Long-Term Business Visit

Pass for investors meeting economic contribution

criteria; and Long-Term Professional Visit Pass for

foreign experts in fields lacking local professionals.

The LTP excludes businesses such as convenience

stores, restaurants, and laundries, and may be revoked

for legal violations or failure to provide economic

benefits. [Borneo Bulletin]

The move follows the latest data from the Labour

Department, which shows a steady increase in the

number of foreign workers in Brunei post-pandemic. In

2019, the department recorded 65,579 foreign

workers, a number that rose to 71,511 in 2020 before

declining to 60,294 in 2021 due to entry and exit

restrictions imposed during the pandemic. The figure

rebounded to 65,714 in 2022 and further increased to

75,402, driven by post-pandemic economic recovery.

[The Scoop]

As of April 1, 2024, the construction sector has the

highest reliance on foreign workers, with 21,515

expatriates comprising 83 percent of its workforce.

Other sectors with significant foreign labor

representation include agriculture, forestry and

fisheries (3,521 workers, 75 percent); accommodation

and food services (11,361 workers, 63 percent);

manufacturing (7,929 workers, 63 percent; and

wholesale and retail (14,908 workers, 55 percent).

The high dependence on foreign labor highlights the

challenge of workforce localization while sustaining

economic growth. To support economic needs while

fostering local talent development, the Labour

Department continues to assess foreign worker

quotas. Additionally, a revised age limit policy for

skilled professionals over 60 or 65 aims to retain

expertise in specialized fields. [Asia News Network]

Brunei: Major infrastructure projects for

Vision 2035 unveiled

(ga) The Ministry of Development has reaffirmed its

commitment to national infrastructure projects under
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the BND 6.35 billion (USD 4.77 billion) budget for the

2025/2026 fiscal year. Speaking at the 21st Legislative

Council (LegCo) session on March 6, Minister of

Development Juanda Rashid outlined key initiatives

aligned with Brunei Vision 2035, focusing on water

supply, flood mitigation, road infrastructure, and

housing.

To improve water access, the Bukit Barun Water

Treatment Plant, a key water treatment facility, is

undergoing an expansion to increase its capacity,

ensuring stable supply for Brunei-Muara and Tutong.

Regional water treatment plants in Layong, Seria, and

Batang Duri are also being modernized.

Flood mitigation efforts include new drainage and

retention ponds in Pekan Tutong and Kampong

Keriam, while Kampong Pasai/Mulaut will see

enhanced water flow systems. The sixth phase of the

Sungai Kedayan flood mitigation project will involve

river deepening and embankment reinforcement.

Upgrades to drainage systems and pumping stations in

Kuala Belait, Seria, and Berakas are also planned to

minimize flood damage.

For road infrastructure, highway expansions will take

place at the Tungku Highway and Jalan Muara. A new

flyover is being constructed at the Muara-Tutong

Highway near Tanjung Kajar Industrial Area to reduce

congestion. Rural road upgrades under the 12th

National Development Plan (RKN12) will focus on

surfacing unpaved village roads, particularly in Tutong

and Belait. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Greenhouse gas emissions

reduced

(dql) Second Minister of Finance and Economy, Hj

Mohd Amin Liew Abdullah has reported that Brunei

has reduced its greenhouse gas emissions by 15

percent compared to the business-as-usual scenario,

following climate change mitigation efforts. He

attributed the reduction to lower emissions from

power plants and oil and gas facilities, as well as the

enforcement of mandatory carbon reporting.

Key initiatives include the minimization of venting and

flaring at oil and gas facilities, improved energy

efficiency at power plants, and expanded renewable

energy capacity, such as the 30 MW BSP solar plant

and the 48 MW Hengyi solar project. Brunei aims for

renewable energy to account for 30 percent of its

power mix by 2035, mainly through solar technology.
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However, challenges remain in adopting electric

vehicles (EVs), with only 136 registered EVs to date. The

government’s target of 60 percent EV sales by 2035 has

been hindered by low fuel prices, which reduce

incentives for EV adoption. The minister emphasized

the need for a well-structured strategy, learning from

other countries' experiences.

Hj Mohd Amin Liew Abdullah affirmed that Brunei is on

track to meet its 20 percent greenhouse gas reduction

target by 2035 under the Paris Agreement.

Additionally, the Brunei Climate Change Office (BCCO)

will update the national climate policy and has been

upgraded from the Brunei Climate Change Secretariat,

expanding its role in managing the country’s climate

commitments. The BCCO oversees emissions

reporting, the national greenhouse gas system, and

plays a key role in international climate forums like the

UNFCCC COP. [The Scoop]

Brunei: Job growth rises amid cost-of-

living concerns

(ga) Brunei’s workforce has grown by 8.1 percent from

2017 to 2023, with average monthly income rising from

BND 1,331 to BND 1,755, according to the Workforce

Survey. Despite this, the rising cost of living remains a

concern.

As of January 31, over 4,000 job vacancies were listed

on JobCentre Brunei (JCB) in industries such as oil and

gas, construction, and manufacturing. The Manpower

Planning Office projects 10,500 new jobs between 2024

and 2028 in agrifood, agriculture, tourism, and

hospitality.

However, most of these positions do not require a

bachelor's degree. The government emphasized the

need for investment and private sector growth to

expand opportunities for graduates, encouraging the

development of skills that align with market demands.

[Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Government deploys drones and

AI to strengthen border security

(ga) The government has deployed drones and artificial

intelligence (AI) to enhance border security and

surveillance, Minister at the Prime Minister’s Office and

Minister of Defence II Major General (Rtd) Halbi Mohd
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Yussof announced during the 21st Legislative Council

(LegCo) meeting on March 10.

He stated that security agencies continue to monitor

border activities in line with national laws, with drones

and AI improving enforcement efforts. Due to security

concerns, the minister did not disclose operational

details but affirmed the government's commitment to

further discussions at the appropriate level. [Borneo

Bulletin]

Cambodia: Pursuing third mine clearance

extension to 2030

(mfr) The Cambodian Mine Action Authority (CMAA) is

preparing to extend the Kingdom’s mine clearance

deadline for a third time, pushing the target to 2030

under the Ottawa Convention framework. An inter-

ministerial discussion on March 6, led by Senior

Minister Ly Thuch, reviewed the draft proposal, which

will be submitted for Prime Minister Hun Manet’s

approval in March 2025.

Cambodia, a state party to the Ottawa Convention

since 2000, previously extended its mine clearance

deadlines from 2010 to 2019 and again from 2020 to

2025. Despite efforts to complete demining by 2025,

challenges such as resource shortages and newly

discovered contaminated areas especially along the

Thai-Cambodian border necessitated another

extension request.

As of March 2025, an estimated 1,697 square

kilometers of land remain contaminated, including 469

square kilometers with landmines, 681 with cluster

munitions, and 547 with other unexploded ordnance.

The CMAA is also finalizing the National Mine Action

Policy for 2026-2035, which is expected to be reviewed

by the Council of Ministers later this year. [The Phnom

Penh Post]

Cambodia: White paper addressing

alcohol consumption and public health to

be released

(sal) Cambodia is set to unveil a new strategy to tackle

alcohol-related harm with the release of an Alcohol

Policy White Paper. This initiative follows a recent

conference hosted by the Ministry of Commerce’s

Consumer Protection, Competition, and Fraud

Repression Directorate-General (CCF), which focused
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on public health concerns linked to alcohol

consumption in the country.

The White Paper aims to provide a comprehensive

framework to strengthen regulations surrounding

alcohol, with a focus on promoting healthier drinking

habits. According to the findings, beer dominates the

alcohol market, accounting for 88 percent of sales in

Cambodia.

A recent survey revealed concerning trends in drinking

habits, underscoring the need for effective policy

intervention. The government hopes that the new

strategy will address the rising challenges of alcohol-

related harm, safeguard public health, and encourage

responsible consumption across the nation. [The

Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Outlook conference 2025 sets

agenda for sustainable growth

(mfr) The Cambodia Outlook Conference 2025, co-

hosted by the Cambodia Development Research

Institute (CDRI) and the Australian embassy, convened

on March 4 in Phnom Penh under the presidency of

Prime Minister Hun Manet. Over 500 government

officials, academics, and economic experts

participated, focusing on structural challenges,

governance reforms, and private sector engagement to

drive sustainable and inclusive economic growth.

Discussions highlighted the need for policy reforms to

maintain high-quality growth, strengthen institutions,

and enhance economic resilience. Key speakers

included Minister of Economy and Finance Aun

Pornmoniroth, National Bank of Cambodia Governor

Chea Serey, and Australian Ambassador Derek Yip,

who reaffirmed Australia's support for Cambodia’s

development priorities through initiatives like the

Cambodia Australia Partnership for Resilient Economic

Development.

CDRI Executive Director Eng Netra emphasized

Cambodia’s critical economic juncture and the

importance of informed policy-making. The annual

conference, regarded as a key policy forum, continues

to bring together leaders from Cambodia, Asia, and

beyond to shape the nation’s long-term development

strategies. [The Phnom Penh Post]
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Cambodia: 258 foreigners arrested in first

operation of new anti-scam commission

(dql) In its first operation, the newly established

Commission for Combatting Online Scams, arrested

258 foreigners in Mondulkiri province on March 8.

The detainees include 247 Chinese, nine Myanmar

nationals, one Malaysian, and one Vietnamese,

according to the National Police. Fourteen suspects—

seven Chinese and seven Myanmar nationals—were

transferred to the provincial police station for further

investigation over suspected violence and forced labor.

The remaining individuals will be processed by the

Directorate General of Immigration.

The raid, conducted at the Mekong 74 Building in Sen

Monorom City, followed reports submitted via the

Ministry of Interior’s official Facebook page, revealing a

network of foreign nationals engaged in illegal online

activities. [Khmer Times 1]

Last month, Prime Minister Hun Manet established a

high-level Ad Hoc Commission to combat online scams,

granting it sweeping enforcement powers, including

deploying armed forces and law enforcement in anti-

fraud operations. The commission, chaired by the

prime minister himself, is tasked with implementing,

coordinating, and enforcing measures against online

scams across ministries and sub-national

administrations. It will also engage in international

cooperation to combat cross-border fraud (see AiR No.

8, February/2025, 4)

In a separate development, a large-scale drug bust in

Phnom Penh resulted in the seizure of nearly 300

kilograms of drugs and related substances.

On March 9, the Anti-Narcotics Department, in

coordination with the Phnom Penh Police Department,

raided an illegal drug processing operation in Sen Sok

District. Three suspects, including one woman, were

arrested, and authorities confiscated drugs, packaging

materials, and drug processing equipment. [Khmer

Times 2]

Cambodia: Unlisted ships banned from

waterways

(mfr) The Ministry of Public Works and Transport has

announced that unregistered vessels will no longer be

allowed to operate in Cambodian waters. In a notice

issued on March 4, the ministry reiterated that all
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vessel owners must register with the General

Department of Waterway and Maritime Transport and

Ports to comply with legal regulations. Many shipping

companies and vessel owners have yet to fulfill this

requirement despite the Law on Waterway

Transportation, which was enacted in March last year.

The notice urged unregistered vessel owners to submit

their applications at the department or a provincial

capital One Window Service Office. Registration

ensures proper waterway transport management,

safety, environmental protection, and business

transparency. The ministry emphasized that failure to

comply would result in a complete ban from

Cambodian waters. Additionally, vessels must undergo

technical inspections conducted by qualified inspectors

to meet regulatory standards.

According to Ministry spokesman Phorn Rim, there

were 1,373 registered vessels by the end of 2024,

including 936 inland and 437 coastal vessels, primarily

used for cargo, passenger, or fishing purposes.

However, an estimated 8,000 boats operate in

Cambodia’s four coastal provinces, with more than 300

engaged in freight transport, highlighting the need for

stricter enforcement of registration laws. [The Phnom

Penh Post]

Indonesia: High-profile corruption trial to

proceed as court rejects Hasto

Kristiyanto’s appeal

(dql) A South Jakarta judge has rejected Hasto

Kristiyanto’s pre-trial motion, marking his second legal

defeat and clearing the way for his trial. The secretary-

general of the opposition Indonesian Democratic Party

of Struggle (PDI-P) faces charges of bribing a senior

election official and obstructing justice by allegedly

aiding fellow party executive Harun Masiku’s escape

from a graft investigation.

The court dismissed Hasto’s motion on procedural

grounds, ruling it invalid as the trial has already been

registered with the Central Jakarta District Court. His

first motion was rejected last month for failing to

separate the corruption and obstruction charges.

Hasto’s trial is set for March 14, with a team of 12

prosecutors presenting the indictment. The case,

linked to securing a parliamentary seat for Harun

Masiku after the 2019 elections, has been under

investigation since early 2020. Harun remains a

fugitive.
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Hasto denies the allegations, claiming the charges are

politically motivated to suppress his criticism of former

President Joko Widodo. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Cyber surveillance to combat

migrant worker exploitation

(aar) The Ministry of Communication and Digital Affairs

and the Ministry of Protection of Indonesian Migrant

Workers (P2MI) have partnered to enhance cyber

surveillance and combat illegal recruitment, human

trafficking, and labor exploitation of Indonesian

migrant workers (PMI).

The initiative includes a cyber monitoring system to

detect and remove online content linked to illegal

recruitment, which has led to forced labor and modern

slavery. In 2023, over five million workers were

recruited unlawfully, mainly through digital platforms.

To address this, the government is expediting

takedowns of fraudulent sites and accounts while

strengthening digital education campaigns to raise

awareness among prospective workers. [Antara]

Indonesia: USD 1.5 billion LNG distribution

project launched to cut fuel imports

(dql) Indonesia is launching a USD 1.5 billion small-

scale liquefied natural gas (LNG) distribution project to

supply power plants currently running on diesel. The

measure aims to reduce costly fuel imports and

enhance energy security. State power firm PLN EPI

now leads the initiative, taking over from Pertamina,

whose earlier plans stalled due to pricing risks and

financing constraints.

Key challenges include securing LNG supply and

managing infrastructure costs. The project, based on a

hub-and-spoke model, will distribute LNG to islands

mainly in eastern Indonesia via regional receiving

terminals and small tankers. PLN EPI has awarded

infrastructure contracts for four clusters, covering 41

power plants with a combined capacity of 2,148 MW,

and plans a fifth cluster next year. Operations are set

to begin between late 2026 and 2027.

The transition to LNG is expected to save USD 300

million annually by displacing 2.3 million kilolitres of

fuel. However, the shift may push Indonesia, currently

the world's seventh-largest LNG exporter, toward

becoming a net LNG importer by the early 2040s. The
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rising demand, coupled with high distribution costs

and risks of underutilized infrastructure, presents

challenges to full-scale implementation.

Indonesia: New energy directorate to be

established

(dql) The Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources

(ESDM) is establishing a new directorate to accelerate

the country’s energy transition. The new entity will be

carved out of the Directorate of Various New and

Renewable Energy, which currently oversees ten

renewable energy sources, including hydropower,

solar, wind, and waste-to-energy projects.

To align with the broader shift toward electrification,

the ministry plans to place the new directorate under

the Directorate General of Electricity. [Antara]

Indonesia: 8 percent economic growth by

2029 announced

(aar) The Indonesian government has set an ambitious

target of 8 percent economic growth by 2029,

beginning with a 5.2 percent target for 2025. Key

initiatives include social assistance programs, Eid

allowances, and economic stimulus measures aimed at

boosting public consumption and stabilizing key

industries.

To support growth, the government is implementing

incentives such as VAT exemptions on property and

electric vehicles, tax relief for labor-intensive

industries, and financial support for MSMEs. Additional

policies, including airfare and toll road discounts,

shopping promotions, and affordable food markets,

are designed to stimulate economic activity during

Ramadan and Eid.

These measures align with broader efforts to enhance

domestic consumption, maintain macroeconomic

stability, and support industrial growth amid global

uncertainties. [Antara]

Indonesian: Strategic investment insights

for national investment management

body sought
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(aar) President Prabowo Subianto hosted a high-level

discussion with US investor Ray Dalio and prominent

Indonesian business leaders to explore investment

strategies for the newly established Daya Anagata

Nusantara (Danantara) Investment Management

Agency. The initiative, formed through the

consolidation of state-owned enterprises, aims to

enhance asset management and optimize economic

performance.

During the meeting, Prabowo emphasized the need for

expert insights to ensure prudent and transparent

management of state assets. Dalio, alongside top

Indonesian tycoons, was invited to provide strategic

perspectives on investment and governance. The

discussion reflects Indonesia’s commitment to

leveraging both international and domestic expertise

to strengthen its economic framework and improve

asset utilization. [Antara]

Indonesia: Government and business

leaders collaborate to expand Free

Nutritious Meals Program

(aar) President Prabowo Subianto has invited leading

Indonesian business figures to support the Free

Nutritious Meals program, which launched on January

6, 2025. The initiative aims to combat malnutrition,

enhance educational outcomes, and improve

children's health by increasing the production and

distribution of nutritious food.

The program, managed by the National Nutrition

Agency (BGN), currently operates in all 38 provinces

and has reached over two million beneficiaries,

including school children, toddlers, and expectant

mothers. The government is targeting three million

beneficiaries by April 2025 and full nationwide

coverage by the end of the year. To achieve this,

President Prabowo emphasized the need for strong

public-private collaboration, particularly in expanding

food service units across Indonesia.

During the meeting, business leaders expressed their

willingness to contribute resources and expertise to

support the program’s goals. Their collaboration is

expected to enhance production and distribution

capacity, ensuring broader and more efficient access

to nutritious food nationwide. The government

reaffirmed its commitment to implementing the

program effectively and ensuring its sustainability.

[Antara]
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Indonesia: President Prabowo’s Village

Cooperatives Initiative seeks to stabilize

food prices

(aar) President Prabowo Subianto’s Red and White

Village Cooperatives program is being implemented as

a strategic measure to stabilize food commodity prices,

according to Agriculture Minister Andi Amran Sulaiman

on March 8, during an affordable food market

operation in East Jakarta. The initiative seeks to

simplify supply chains by establishing a cooperative in

each village, thereby reducing distribution steps from

eight to three.

This streamlined approach is intended to prevent

excessive profits by middlemen and ensure more

affordable essential goods for consumers. The

initiative is also expected to eliminate the need for

government-led market operations by enabling direct

transactions between farmers, cooperatives, and

consumers.

Sulaiman emphasized the government's commitment

to enforcing highest retail price (HET) regulations to

protect consumers' purchasing power and warned of

strict actions against non-compliant merchants.

[Antara]

Indonesia: Prisoner transfer law in the

making

(dql) Indonesia’s Coordinating Minister for Law, Human

Rights, Immigration, and Corrections, Yusril Ihza

Mahendra, announced that his ministry is drafting a

law to regulate the transfer of prisoners, addressing

the current lack of legal frameworks for repatriation.

Mahendra explained that prisoner transfers are

currently based on diplomatic relations and

humanitarian principles. The repatriation process

includes key conditions, such as mutual agreements

between countries, recognition of sentences, and

acceptance of any unserved portion of the sentence,

excluding the death penalty.

However, he acknowledged legal loopholes in the

system, which could lead to reduced penalties for

repatriated prisoners. [Antara]

Laos: Temporarily halt of new mining

licenses ordered
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(tas) The Lao Ministry of Energy and Mines has

suspended the issuance of new mining licenses,

effective February 28, to improve regulations

governing mineral trade. This move aims to enhance

oversight, curb illegal activities, and ensure better

resource management.

The government is currently reviewing existing laws to

introduce stricter qualifications for businesses, with

new regulations to be applied once approved. While

new applications are paused, businesses with existing

concession agreements can obtain trading licenses

upon request.

This decision follows past enforcement actions, such as

the 2022 temporary shutdown of Lao-Xinlong Mining

Company due to safety violations. [Laotian Times]

Malaysia: PKR prepares for May elections

amid leadership decisions

(ga) Fuziah Salleh, Secretary-General of the People's

Justice Party (Parti Keadilan Rakyat, PKR), one of the

key parties in the ruling Pakatan Harapan (PH)

coalition, has announced that branch-level elections,

including the Women’s and Youth wings, will take place

from April 11 to 20, while elections for the Central

Leadership Council (MPP), Central Women’s Leadership

Council (MPWP), and Central Youth Leadership Council

(MPAMKP) are scheduled for May 24.

Home Minister and Pakatan Harapan (PH) Secretary-

General Saifuddin Nasution has yet to decide on

contesting and stated that he will announce his

decision at an appropriate time. Meanwhile, PKR Youth

Chief and Malaysian Deputy Youth and Sports Minister

Adam Adli confirmed his candidacy for a Central

Leadership Council seat, emphasizing his commitment

to the party’s leadership. [Bernama 1] [Bernama 2]

PKR International Bureau Chairman Shamsul Iskandar

Mohd Akin highlighted the significance of these

elections as the party chooses a new leadership while

its president, Anwar Ibrahim, serves as Prime Minister.

He stressed that strong leadership is essential for PKR

to navigate challenges, counter opposition attacks, and

effectively serve the people. The party aims to

showcase its capable young leaders and solidify its

position ahead of the next general election, which

must be held by 2027. [Bernama 3]
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Malaysia: Former minister calls for

inclusive national identity

(tl) Statements of former Malaysian minister and

ambassador to the U.S., Mohamed Nazri Aziz, has

drawn attention to challenges to Malaysia as a

multiracial political entity. A member of the United

Malays National Organisation (UMNO), which is part of

the is part of the unity government, led by Prime

Minister Anwar Ibrahim, Nazri is known for his

advocacy for diversity and pluralism. [Substack]

In an interview with online news portal Free Malaysia

Today Nazri emphasized that Malaysia is a multiracial

and multireligious country and called on Malays in

Peninsular Malaysia to embrace a more inclusive

national identity, learning from the states of Sabah and

Sarawak which he holds as living examples of diversity

and pluralism.

Nazri criticized certain Malays in the peninsula for

using their national identity selectively, particularly

during elections, to gain political advantage. He argued

that true Malaysians should prioritize national unity

over racial and religious divisions.

He also reiterated his opposition to the presence of

fugitive Indian preacher Zakir Naik whose position on

Islam critics have been labelled extremist, in Malaysia,

questioning why a foreign figure should dictate

religious matters to locals. [Free Malaysia Today]

Despite India’s request for Naik’s extradition on

charges of money laundering and inciting religious

hatred, Malaysia has allowed him to stay, with the

Home Ministry confirming that he is no longer banned

from delivering public sermons. [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Government to appoint two

opposition reps to Parliamentary Services

Council

(ga) The government has agreed to appoint two

opposition representatives, along with two senators

and four MPs, to the Parliamentary Services Council

following the passage of the Constitution (Amendment)

Bill 2025 in Parliament (Dewan Rakyat). Prime Minister

Anwar Ibrahim stated that the appointments would be

finalized by the Select Committee, ensuring broader

representation and reinforcing the Council’s

independence.
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The amendment lays the groundwork for the

Parliamentary Services Bill 2025, aimed at

strengthening the separation of powers and restoring

Parliament’s autonomy. Anwar emphasized that this

reform, waited for over three decades, is a major step

in enhancing Malaysia’s democratic institutions.

Previously, the Parliamentary Services Act 1963

granted Parliament control over its administration,

finances, and human resources, but its repeal in 1992

reduced its independence. The newly passed

amendments restore this autonomy. [The Star]

[Bernama]

Malaysia: Warisan Party to contest solo in

upcoming Sabah state election

(ga) Warisan Party (Warisan) has confirmed it will

contest the 17th Sabah state election independently,

party president Mohd Shafie Apdal confirmed. Despite

limited financial resources, he emphasized Warisan’s

commitment to inclusive leadership and Sabah’s

progress.

The party, which won 23 seats in the last election, now

holds 14 due to defections. Sabah Chief Minister Hajiji

Noor previously stated that the state assembly must

be dissolved by October to pave the way for fresh

elections. [New Straits Time] [Bernama]

Malaysia: BN to announce Ayer Kuning by-

election candidate before nomination day

(ga) The Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition has finalized its

selection process for the Ayer Kuning by-election

candidate and will announce the name a week before

the nomination day on April 12. Deputy Prime Minister

and BN chairman Ahmad Zahid confirmed that the

candidate was chosen from a list of six names

submitted by the Tapah UMNO Division, with input

from the state liaison committee.

BN secretary-general Zambry Abdul Kadir emphasized

that the party has no issues in selecting a suitable

candidate, ensuring they are capable, accepted by the

community, and able to contribute effectively.

The by-election follows the passing of incumbent

Ishsam Shahruddin on February 22 due to a heart

attack. Ishsam, who had been the Tapah UMNO

Division chief since 2018, won the seat in the 15th

General Election (GE15) with a majority of 2,213 votes
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in a five-cornered contest. Polling is scheduled for April

26, with early voting set for April 22. [Bernama 1]

[Bernama 2]

Malaysia: Government intervention over

cooking oil shortage 

(tl) The Malaysian government will take immediate

action to stabilize the supply of bottled cooking oil,

following disruptions caused by rising global crude

palm oil (CPO) prices, according to Domestic Trade and

Cost of Living Minister Datuk Armizan Mohd Ali.

During a special briefing on March 7 with Prime

Minister Anwar Ibrahim and Finance Minister II Amir

Hamzah Azizan, officials discussed how higher

production costs have led packaging companies to

reduce output due to the maximum price control

order.

In early 2025, CPO prices averaged USD 1,058.57 (RM

4,672.50) per ton in January and USD 1,078 (RM 4,759)

in February, while the government-mandated retail

price for a five-kg bottle of cooking oil remained

capped at USD 7 (RM 30.90), significantly lower than

market rates.

To address this, the government is considering a

special incentive for packaging companies to increase

supply. The e Domestic Trade Ministry (KPDN) has

been instructed to ensure immediate production

recovery, while authorities are also tightening

enforcement to prevent hoarding and

mismanagement of cooking oil stocks. [Bernama]

Later, he confirmed that KPDN has already contacted

the affected companies and will hold a meeting early

next week to finalize the intervention mechanism. A

formal agreement is expected to be signed by Monday

or Tuesday, and companies have already begun

restoring production to normal levels following the

government’s commitment. [Malaymail]

Malaysia: Special pass for investors to be

introduced

(tl) Starting April 1, Malaysia will issue special passes

for investors and expatriates, allowing them to stay

longer for business and investment purposes. Home

Minister Saifuddin Nasution Ismail stated that the new

system aims to streamline entry and enhance the

country’s business climate. The passes will be issued

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-tyu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-tjl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-tjr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-tjy/


electronically, reducing reliance on agents and

expediting processing times.

The Home Ministry also plans to clear 11,700 pending

entry permit applications by June. Currently, the

majority of entry permit applications come from

foreign spouses of Malaysian citizens. Additionally,

Malaysia is advancing its digitalization efforts by

transitioning several pass types to an online system,

eliminating the need for physical stickers and reducing

congestion at service counters by 70 percent.

[Bernama]

Malaysia: 66,000 e-commerce businesses

found non-compliant with tax payment

regulations

(ga) The Malaysia Inland Revenue Board (IRB) has

identified 66,000 e-commerce businesses that are non-

compliant with tax payment regulations under the

Income Tax Act 1967. These businesses, detected

through e-invoice submissions since August 2024, have

collectively issued four million e-invoices but have no

records of filing income tax return forms.

The IRB urged businesses to update their tax records

and comply with regulations to avoid enforcement

actions. With the e-Invoice system in place, the IRB

actively monitors taxpayer data through MyInvois to

ensure continuous compliance.

As of March 3, approximately 196 million e-invoices

have been issued across three voluntary participation

phases, indicating positive taxpayer adoption. The

grace period for Phase One taxpayers ended on

January 31, and full implementation of the e-invoicing

system became mandatory on February 1. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Border security tightened after

southern Thailand bombing

(dql) The Malaysia police has heightened security along

its border with Thailand following a bomb explosion in

Narathiwat province. Inspector General Razarudin

Husain stated that police have enforced strict security

measures and increased monitoring until the situation

stabilizes.

Border personnel have been ordered to enhance

readiness and conduct intensified patrols at illegal
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crossings and high-risk areas. Security posts are under

round-the-clock surveillance as an added precaution.

The attack, which took place near Sungai Kolok

Stadium on March 8 in the evening, involved an

explosion at a security checkpoint followed by gunfire.

At least two Thai security personnel were killed, and

eight others injured.

In response, Malaysian authorities have advised

citizens to avoid travel to southern Thailand. The

Foreign Ministry is closely monitoring the situation in

Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat, urging Malaysians in

these provinces to exercise caution and register with

the Consulate General in Songkhla. [South China

Morning Post]

Malaysia: National AI body develops AI

regulation framework prioritizing ethics

and security

(ga) The National Artificial Intelligence Office (NAIO) is

developing a regulatory framework for artificial

intelligence (AI) with a focus on ethics and security.

Deputy Digital Minister Wilson Ugak stated the

initiative aims to address gaps in existing regulations,

particularly concerning AI misuse in criminal activities.

The NAIO has formed a Working Group to oversee AI

Regulation and Policy, AI Security, and AI Safety, with

contributions from industry professionals, academia,

and corporate experts. The effort includes

collaboration with law enforcement agencies, such as

the Home Affairs Ministry and the Royal Malaysia

Police, to enhance enforcement mechanisms.

Furthermore, CyberSecurity Malaysia is researching AI-

based technologies, including machine learning, to

improve cyber threat detection. Partnerships with local

universities are also exploring predictive analytics and

AI-driven threat detection to strengthen national

cybersecurity measures. [Bernama]

By 2025, the MyMahir platform, an initiative aimed at

providing training and education in emerging

technologies, plans to train 50,000 students in these

fields, with the NAIO playing a key role in preparing the

workforce. Another central focus is reforming the

country’s Technical and Vocational Education and

Training (TVET) programs to meet industry needs.

Observers have cautioned that despite a MYR 6.8

billion (USD 1.5 billion) allocation in the 2024 budget,

further improvements are needed, including a work-
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based learning model with at least 60 percent practical

experience. [OpenGovAsia]

Malaysia: Home Ministry reviews national

security offences for possible bail reform

(ga) The Home Ministry is reviewing 73 offences under

the Security Offences (Special Measures) Act 2012

(SOSMA) to determine which may be eligible for bail,

returning the decision-making power to the courts.

Home Minister Saifuddin Nasution said the review

follows the Cabinet's directive to reassess the act.

The ministry is also evaluating Section 30 of SOSMA,

which mandates that suspects detained beyond 28

days remain in custody throughout legal proceedings.

Stakeholder engagements have raised concerns about

this provision, prompting reconsideration. [See AiR No.

8, February/2025, 4]

In response to these concerns, Saifuddin reaffirmed

the Unity Government’s commitment to balancing

national security with human rights while ensuring

SOSMA remains effective in addressing serious and

organized crimes.

Enacted in 2012, SOSMA replaced the Internal Security

Act 1960 as Malaysia’s primary legislation for handling

security offences. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Maritime enforcement body

intensifies patrols to curb smuggling

during Ramadan and Eid al-Fitr

(ga) The Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency

(MMEA) has intensified surveillance to curb smuggling

activities, which increase during Ramadhan in March

and ahead of Eid al-Fitr in late March and early April.

Sandakan Maritime Zone Director Maritime Captain

Suhairy Hussain noted that smugglers target

controlled goods such as rice, cooking oil, sugar, petrol,

and diesel, often transporting them at night using

private boats, fishing vessels, and tankers.

To counter this, the MMEA has deployed two ships and

four boats for daily patrols in Sandakan waters.

Collaborating with the Eastern Sabah Security

Command (ESSCOM), the agency also relies on

fishermen and local maritime communities to report

suspicious activities along the 1,400-kilometre

coastline from Kudat to Tawau. [Bernama] [The Star]
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Myanmar: Junta calls for new election

(hw) During his recent visit to Belarus (see article in this

edition), Myanmar’s junta leader, Senior General Min

Aung Hlaing, announced that the upcoming general

election would be held either in December 2025 or

January 2026. Upon his return to Myanmar, he called

for the active participation of the Myanmar people in

the election, urging them to trust in the multi-party

democratic process. [Development Media Group, in

Burmese]

Meanwhile, Myanmar’s military stated that Belarus and

Russia had expressed their support for the election.

[BBC News, in Burmese]

However, leaders of registered political parties argued

that the military must first cease extending the state of

emergency and relinquish its mandate to govern

before an election can be held. Although the

constitution stipulates that the state of emergency may

only be extended twice, the junta has repeatedly

violated this provision.

Of the country’s 330 townships, conflicts are ongoing in

240, severely limiting the junta’s ability to organize an

election. Nevertheless, the junta’s Union Election

Commission announced that the election would take

place in 110 townships and stated that it is exploring

methods to allow people to vote without physically

attending polling stations. [DVB, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Aung San Suu Kyi's lawyers

object to another house auction

(hw) Aung San Suu Kyi’s lawyers have filed an objection

to the junta’s attempt to hold a fourth auction for her

house on University Avenue in Yangon. The objection

was raised during a hearing at the Kamayut Township

Court, where the court considered a proposal by Aung

San Oo, Aung San Suu Kyi’s brother, to lower the

starting price.

Aung San Oo argued that the absence of buyers in the

previous three auctions was due to the high starting

price. In response, his sister’s lawyers filed an

objection, claiming the move was illegal. The most

recent auction took place on February 5. Aung San Oo

has proposed reducing the starting price by USD 6.7

million.
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Due to objections from Aung San Suu Kyi’s lawyers, the

court decided to reconvene on March 20 to hear

arguments from both sides. Meanwhile, the lawyers’

request for a personal meeting with Aung San Suu Kyi

has not yet been granted by the junta.

The house in question is where Aung San Suu Kyi spent

more than a decade under house arrest during the

previous military junta, the State Peace and

Development Council (SPDC). It is a symbol of

Myanmar’s political struggle against authoritarianism

and during early 2010. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Gasoline prices on rise in

Panghsang due to Chinese restrictions

(hw) Gasoline prices in Panghsang, a town in

northeastern Myanmar under the control of the United

Wa State Army (UWSA), are rising due to restrictions

imposed by China, according to locals and travelers.

The price increase stems from China’s ban on fuel

transportation into Panghsang.

The blockade began last year when China pressured

the UWSA to cease its support for the Ta’ang National

Liberation Army (TNLA) and the Myanmar National

Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), which were

engaged in fighting against the junta at the time.

Although the TNLA and MNDAA later agreed to meet

with the junta for ceasefire talks, the restrictions

remain in place, preventing the UWSA from importing

weapons and fuel.

In some areas, fuel prices have doubled, and buyers

can only purchase limited amounts. Other areas under

UWSA control are also experiencing fuel shortages.

However, a local source noted that TNLA- and MNDAA-

controlled areas have not faced similar shortages.

[Mekong News, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Junta seizes more than 300

vehicles carrying Thai goods

(hw) Starting March 5, the Vice-Commander of the

Southeastern Command, based in Mawlamyine, the

capital of Mon State, ordered the seizure of trucks and

vehicles transporting consumer goods imported from

Thailand. As of March 6, more than 300 vehicles had

been confiscated. The seized vehicles are being held at

government facilities in Hpa-an, Kayin State.
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On October 9, 2024, Myanmar’s military second-in-

command, Vice Senior General Soe Win, ordered a

crackdown on illegally imported goods. Since then, the

authorities have frequently seized foreign consumer

goods.

It is reported that to obtain an import license,

merchants must first export goods. However, 25

percent of the foreign currency earned from exports

must be deposited with the central bank, with the

promise that merchants will be able to purchase

foreign currency from the central bank at a rate lower

than the black-market price when importing goods.

This arrangement, however, has proven ineffective,

leading some merchants to resort to illegal imports of

consumer goods. [DVB, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Central bank prepares to sell

nearly USD 1.5 million worth of Thai Baht

(hw) The Central Bank of Myanmar announced on

March 4 plans to sell USD 1.5 million worth of Thai

baht following the sale of Thai currency equivalent to

more than USD 8.8 million within the two preceding

weeks. It also stated that prospective buyers can

purchase Thai baht through the FX Trading Platform,

which is used for foreign currency transactions.

Records show that throughout February, the junta

conducted multiple sales of Thai baht, Chinese yuan,

and US dollars, amounting to millions of USD. These

sell-offs by the Central Bank led to a decline in the

value of the Thai baht against the Myanmar kyat,

affecting both the official exchange rate and the black-

market price.

Since the 2021 military coup, inflation has driven up

foreign currency exchange rates, prompting the

Central Bank to conduct frequent foreign currency

sales. Although the substantial amount of foreign

currency sold in February contributed to a slight

appreciation of the Myanmar kyat, reports indicate

that consumer goods prices remain high. [DVB, in

Burmese]

Myanmar: Ta’ang National Liberation

Army raids Kachin Independence Army

outpost in Kutkai
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(hw) Locals reported that personnel from the Ta’ang

National Liberation Army (TNLA) raided a Kachin

Independence Army (KIA) outpost in Kutkai Township,

northern Shan State. The raid occurred due to the

TNLA’s desire to remove the KIA’s presence in Kutkai,

with locals reporting that they saw TNLA personnel

removing KIA property from the outpost. Three KIA

personnel were also reportedly arrested by the TNLA.

On February 28, the KIA issued an order to all of its

personnel stationed in northern Shan State,

prohibiting them from resorting to violence in

response to issues between resistance forces. A TNLA

official stated the same day that the issue needed to

be addressed to prevent further escalation.

The TNLA’s public relations office also announced that

the time calls for close cooperation between the two

groups and that both parties must prevent

unnecessary clashes and resolve tensions through

dialogue. In early March, nearly a dozen KIA personnel

were wounded after being beaten by their TNLA

counterparts. [DVB, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Arakan Army captures military

post in Ayeyarwaddy Region, Kyaukphyu

(hw) It was reported that on March 3, 2025, the Arakan

Army (AA) and its allies captured a frontline military

post under the command of the 308th Light Infantry

Battalion in Thabaung Township, Ayeyarwaddy Region.

However, the conflict is still ongoing.

A local source explained that the capture of the

military post is a significant military event, and the

details remain unclear. Reinforcements were sent from

nearby townships, and the 36th Light Infantry Battalion

deployed paramotors to the battlefield.

A resident from a nearby town explained that the

military had forcibly drafted civilians from Thabaung

and sent them to the frontline. Additionally, two to

three paramotors have been seen flying over the area

daily. Due to the conflict in Thabaung, the military

evacuated more than 100 elephants, their mahouts,

and families who were working at timber extraction

sites.

The Arakan Army stated that, in addition to

Ayeyarwaddy Region, the AA is engaged in battles with

the military in other states and regions bordering

Rakhine State. Over the course of 15 months of

conflict, the AA has managed to gain control of 15
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townships across Chin and Rakhine states. [DVB, in

Burmese]

The battle between the AA and the Myanmar military is

also raging on in Ye-kyi Township. [Radio Free Asia, in

Burmese]

In addition, local and military sources reported that the

AA has captured four military outposts in Kyaukphyu,

Rakhine State. All the outposts are frontline positions

established in villages, and they fall under the

command of military units based in Kyaukphyu.

Following their capture, it is reported that the AA was

able to rescue villagers who had been trapped in the

area.

The battle in Kyaukphyu began on February 24, forcing

thousands of locals from 20 villages to flee their

homes. Additionally, airstrikes and artillery fire in

nearby villages have resulted in civilian casualties.

The junta is attempting to repel the AA’s offensive,

supported by aerial and naval bombardments.

Kyaukphyu Township is home to the majority of

Chinese projects in Rakhine State, which are estimated

to be worth around USD 7 billion.

Currently, out of the 17 townships in Rakhine State, the

AA controls 14 of them. [DVB, in Burmese]

Chinese security personnel arrive in Kyaukphyu

Meanwhile, sources close to the military and locals

report that the junta transported 25 Chinese security

personnel from Yangon to Kyaukphyu by airplane on

the morning of February 27. Although the Arakan Army

(AA) has been attempting to capture Kyaukphyu, the

town remains under junta control. The security

personnel are to be stationed there to protect Chinese-

backed projects, which are valued at USD 7 billion by

some estimates.

The deployment of security personnel followed the

junta’s enactment of a private security law, which

legalizes the arming of private security firms. [VOA, in

Burmese]

Since last year, the junta has been preparing to

establish a joint security firm with the Chinese

government.

There are concerns that the influx of Chinese security

technology could lead to increased surveillance and

oppression of Myanmar citizens. However, it is

believed that the Chinese security personnel are
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unlikely to become involved in the conflict with the AA.

[DVB, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Arakan Army confiscates

property of Rakhine business magnate

(hw) The Arakan Army (AA) has reportedly confiscated

the properties of Rakhine business magnate Kyauk

Taung. After gaining control of the town Toungup, the

AA began seizing properties belonging to businessmen

and merchants who had collaborated with the military.

In addition to Kyauk Taung’s assets, the confiscations

include properties owned by civilian and military

officials who fled the town before the AA took control.

Kyauk Taung owns two business firms, a dock, and

other commercial properties, and he plays a dominant

role in Myanmar-Bangladesh trade via Rakhine State.

Following the breakdown of the ceasefire between the

AA and the military in November 2023, Kyauk Taung

relocated to Yangon, where he continued his business

operations in close cooperation with the military. On

January 16, the AA intercepted three ships, including

one owned by Kyauk Taung, en route to a Bangladeshi

port; the vessel was released on February 1.

Additionally, the AA has also confiscated government

facilities in its newly captured territories. [Narinjara, in

Burmese]

Myanmar: Junta intensifies offensive

against Kachin Independence Army

(hw) The military has reportedly intensified its

offensive on the Kachin town of Hpa-kant,

supplementing the assault with aerial, drone, and

artillery bombardments. This counter-offensive comes

at a time when the Kachin Independence Army (KIA)

and the Myanmar military are engaged in a struggle for

control of another major town, Bhamo.

On March 6, the military conducted an aerial

bombardment on the frontline outpost of the KIA’s

14th Battalion, while additional bombardments on the

same day targeted KIA outposts and residential areas,

resulting in six civilian injuries. The bombardments

were supported by ground assaults from militias

affiliated with the junta.

Locals reported that this offensive is the first major

one launched by the military since the coup, as the

military had previously focused on defending its
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existing territories rather than pursuing large-scale

offensives. Due to the ground and aerial

bombardments, the KIA had to evacuate one outpost,

during which a KIA fighter was killed.

Currently, 80 percent of Hpa-kant is under KIA control,

with the military holding only a few scattered outposts.

[Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Latest junta airstrikes

(anl/nf/hw) The Myanmar military junta has escalated

its airstrikes across multiple regions, targeting civilian

areas, IDP camps, and ethnic communities, resulting in

significant casualties and widespread destruction.

Junta airstrike and attacks target IDP camps and civilians

in Karenni State

The Karenni State Interim Council (IEC), which was

formed on June 12, 2023, to govern the resistance-held

areas of Karenni state, reported that the military junta

conducted an airstrike on March 4 on an internally

displaced persons (IDP) camp near Cherry Gone

Market in western Demoso Township, Karenni state.

The attack injured a woman and destroyed many

homes.

IEC Secretary U Banyar Khun Aung stated that the

targeted area is home to more than 80 percent of the

region’s IDPs. Karenni State hosts over 300,000

displaced people, with more than 65,000 residing in

Demoso Township alone.

Meanwhile, the Karenni Nationalities Defence Force

(KNDF) reported that junta attacks in February killed

two 10-year-old children and injured at least 11 people

across Loikaw, Pekon, Moebye, and Demoso

townships. In Moebye Township alone, the junta’s

assaults destroyed over 50 civilian homes, four

schools, and four religious buildings. Other townships

suffered damage, including eight homes, one clinic,

one school, and one monastery. [Mizzima]

Intensified airstrikes in Myaing Township

(nf) The intensified airstrikes by the Myanmar junta on

Myaing Township, Magway Region, have caused severe

casualties among civilians, worsening the humanitarian

crisis in the region. A junta fighter jet dropped three

500-pound bombs on a monastery in Sin Sein village

on 4 March, seriously injuring two civilians and

incinerating religious buildings. This new attack comes

after a series of lethal air strikes since 25 February that
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have killed at least 26 civilians and injured more than

40, local resistance groups say.

Civilian areas have been the target of such attacks as a

wedding reception hall in Sonkon village when 11 were

killed and at least 20 were wounded on 25 February.

Junta forces also launched at least eight airstrikes near

the Latpan oil field on March 3, in which 15 were killed.

With oil drilling activities suspended now due to

security concerns, resistance forces have requested

villagers to gear up for further attacks by digging

bunkers and restricting communication channels.

[Mizzima]

Nearly 300 Chin ethnic people killed by airstrikes within

four years

The Institute of Chin Affairs (ICA), a Myanmar-based

NGO, announced that from February 2021 to February

2025, the junta's airstrikes had killed 280 Chin ethnic

people. The ICA further reported that the junta had

conducted over 250 airstrikes on Chin people, both

inside and outside Chin State.

The announcement stated that 180 of these airstrikes

took place inside Chin State, with the junta using

helicopters, jet fighters, and other combat aircraft for

the attacks. These airstrikes resulted in the deaths of

more than 100 civilians and over 56 resistance fighters,

while more than 250 individuals were injured.

Additionally, more than 400 houses, 23 religious

buildings, and 30 government facilities were destroyed.

While 29 percent of the casualties were resistance

fighters, 71 percent of the deaths were civilians. The

ICA also declared that, if all conflict-related deaths are

considered, nearly 1,000 people, including both

civilians and resistance fighters, had died over the

four-year period. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

[Myanmar Peace Monitor]

Myanmar: Growing security concerns in

Kachin and Shan States following murders

of four women

(anl) Local reports confirmed the discovery of four

abandoned bodies of women in Myitkyina, the capital

of Kachin State, and Hsipaw Township in Shan State.

In Myitkyina, residents found the body of a woman,

estimated to be around 45 years old, wrapped in a

plastic bag and dumped near a school. In Hsipaw

Township the bodies of three teenage girls, aged
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between 15 and 18, were found in Narma Khor Village.

Local sources claim that members of the Myanmar

National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA) and

village elders were responsible for burning the victims

to death.

Additionally, locals report a rise in robberies, thefts,

and looting in both Myitkyina, which is under junta

control, and Hsipaw Township, controlled by

revolutionary forces. The murders of these four

women have intensified concerns over the lack of

security and law enforcement in the region. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Over 40,000 trapped as junta

imposes travel ban and halts issuance of

identity cards

(anl/hw) Since January, more than 40,000 migrants

have been stranded after the military regime banned

civilians selected for conscription from leaving the

country. Under a bylaw introduced on January 23, men

chosen for mandatory military service who have

passed medical exams and are on training waitlists are

prohibited from traveling. As a result, over 40,000

documented male workers preparing for overseas jobs

have been forced to cancel their travel plans.

Additionally, in mid-February, the military junta

abruptly halted the issuance of Overseas Workers

Identity Cards (OWICs) without explanation, causing

financial losses for both workers and employment

agencies. An executive at an overseas employment

agency reported that individuals who had already

purchased flight tickets to destinations such as Japan

and Thailand have collectively lost over USD 300,000.

The OWIC suspension followed the junta’s

appointment of former Myanmar ambassador to

Thailand, Chit Swe, as Labor Minister on January 31.

His ministry halted the issuance of the cards on

February 14, citing the need to review rules and

procedures governing migrant worker transfers.

[Irrawaddy]

In latest news this week, it is reported that junta will

resume the issuing of OWICs for military service

eligible men. A local source explains that it is still

unclear in which form the reissuance will take. In

Myanmar, there are several passport types depending

on their purpose – Passport for Visit (PV), Passport for

Job (PJ), Passport for Education (PE), to name a few. For

PJ passport holder, it is necessary to possess OWIC,

work permit, and the employer’s recommendation

letter to leave the country. There are also reports of PJ
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holders preparing to depart for employment abroad or

returning temporarily to Myanmar under leave stuck

inside the country due to the junta’s limit on the OWIC

issuance. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Minister of Home Affairs warns

local administrators to be cautious

(hw) Minister of Home Affairs Lieutenant-General Tun

Tun Naing warned during an election-related meeting

that local village and ward administrators should be

cautious in their everyday lives, as assassinations may

increase ahead of the election. The meeting took place

on March 4 at the Ministry of Home Affairs office in

Naypyidaw.

Tun Tun Naing stated that local administrators should

be wary of the People's Defense Force (PDF) and

cautioned them not to be motivated solely by financial

gain, citing precedents where administrators were

killed for doing so. Additionally, he recommended that

administrators closely cooperate with the police and

military. A local ward administrator reported that many

administrators had been killed not only for working as

informants for the police and military but also for

accepting bribes in their enforcement of the

conscription law.

Tun Tun Naing’s warning also extended to civil servants

in the Department of General Administration, which

falls directly under his ministry’s control. There have

been several instances of administrators resigning

from their positions due to the risks involved in their

work. [DVB, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Public concern rises after

series of earthquakes strike Myanmar

(nf) A series of earthquakes in early March sent the

public into a state of alarm across Myanmar, especially

in and around Yangon, Ayeyarwady, and Shan States,

with aftershocks continuing to jolt people. The

Department of Meteorology and Hydrology reported at

least eight earthquakes hitting the nation within a

week at the start of the month, with the most

significant one near Nyaung Don town in Maubin

District, Ayeyarwady Region.

Myanmar Earthquake Committee Vice Chairman U Saw

Htwe Zaw stated that the recent earthquake was

caused by secondary faults in the Ayeyarwady Delta,
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not by the large Sagaing Fault, which remains stable, at

least for now. With a series of moderate earthquakes

occurring in other parts of the country, including

Yangon, Magway, Sagaing, and Shan State, scientists

say Myanmar's geology remains prone to further

seismic activity.

Shallow quakes, such as the 10-kilometer-deep

earthquake, are highly destructive. While scientists

assert that these recent tremors are aftershocks and

not signs of a larger event, there is still concern, urging

the public to remain cautious. [BBC Burmese]

Philippines: Ex-President Duterte arrested

on ICC warrant for drug killings

(lm) Former Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte was

arrested on March 11, 2025, at Manila's international

airport after arriving from Hong Kong, following a

warrant issued by the International Criminal Court

(ICC) for crimes against humanity. This warrant is

connected to Duterte's involvement in the deadly anti-

drug campaign during his presidency, which led to

thousands of extrajudicial killings. The arrest marks a

dramatic moment in a long-standing investigation into

the mass killings that occurred under Duterte’s

administration, from 2016 to 2019. [Associated Press]

[CNN]

The arrest is part of a broader legal battle stemming

from Duterte's controversial policies, which led to

thousands of deaths, with official counts ranging

around 6,000 but human rights groups estimating up

to 30,000. While Duterte defended his actions as

necessary to maintain order in the Philippines, the ICC

is focusing on crimes committed during his presidency,

holding jurisdiction due to the Philippines'

membership in the Rome Statute during that time.

Upon his arrest, Duterte expressed his willingness to

face any consequences, questioning the legality of the

arrest and decrying what he termed a violation of his

due process rights. Duterte’s legal team raised

concerns about the procedural aspects of the warrant,

with his lawyer, former executive secretary Salvador

Medialdea, stating that Duterte should have been

formally served with a complaint and counter-affidavit.

Philippine officials, however, defended the process,

confirming that Duterte was informed of the charges—

crimes against humanity and murder—upon his arrest.

[Rappler]

The Philippine government has affirmed its

cooperation with the ICC, although the specifics of
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Duterte’s extradition or transfer to The Hague remain

unclear. Critics have urged the Philippine government

to transfer Duterte to a "custodial State," an ICC

member country, for further legal proceedings. This

situation has ignited political debate within the

Philippines, with former President Duterte's

supporters denouncing the arrest as politically

motivated, while human rights groups hailed it as a

crucial step toward justice for the victims of his violent

crackdown. [Associated Press] [CNN]

Philippines: Vice President Sara Duterte

hints at 2028 presidential bid as

impeachment trial looms

(lm) Vice President Sara Duterte, in Hong Kong for a

rally with overseas Filipino workers, casually hinted at

a possible 2028 presidential bid, while her looming

impeachment trial hangs over her political future.

Duterte, addressing the crowd, expressed gratitude for

their support and quipped about the next presidential

election, drawing cheers from the audience. However,

her potential run for the presidency could be impacted

by her impeachment trial, which was initiated by

allegations of large-scale corruption and threats

against government officials. Despite the impeachment

proceedings, Duterte has suggested she is undeterred

and even alluded to a conversation with detained

preacher Apollo Quiboloy, who advised her to wait

until 2028 to challenge the Marcos family's hold on

power. [Rappler]

As Vice President, Sara Duterte faces an impeachment

trial following allegations of fund misuse, bribery, and

threats against government officials. The House of

Representatives impeached her on February 5, and

Senate President Francis Escudero has set the trial’s

start date for July 30, despite calls for a quicker process

[see AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1]. Duterte’s camp has

already filed multiple petitions, including a challenge to

the validity of the impeachment based on the "one-

year bar" rule in the 1987 Constitution.

Philippines: President Marcos Jr. appoints

new BARMM interim chief minister amid

election delay

(lm) President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. has appointed

Maguindanao del Norte Governor Abdulraof Macacua

as the new interim chief minister of the Bangsamoro

Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM),
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replacing Ahod “Al Haj Murad” Ebrahim. Macacua, a

key figure in the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF),

previously served as senior minister in BARMM.

This change follows the national government's decision

to delay the first BARMM parliamentary elections from

May 12 to October 13. While the parliamentary

elections are postponed, local elections will proceed as

scheduled in May. [Rappler] [PhilStar]

Philippine authorities investigate

donations linked to alleged Chinese spies

(lm) Tarlac City Mayor Cristy Angeles faces scrutiny

after it was revealed she received a PHP 500,000 (USD

9,500) donation and 15 motorcycles from Chinese

nationals suspected of ties to espionage activities

linked to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). The

Tarlac City Council did not authorize these donations,

prompting calls for transparency from local officials.

Angeles confirmed receiving the donations in good

faith, stating that the motorcycles were intended for

the city’s police and safety units. However, former Rep.

Victor Yap questioned the validity of the donation

process, as some recipients, like the provincial

government, did not receive their share. [Inquirer.net

1]

The controversy also involves the Philippine National

Police (PNP), with claims that alleged Chinese spies

donated vehicles to both the Manila and Tarlac police.

The PNP clarified it has no records of accepting

donations directly from the accused groups, but

confirmed that the Manila City government received

motorcycles, which were then transferred to the

Manila Police District. [Inquirer.net 3]

Meanwhile, the National Bureau of Investigation (NBI)

continues its probe into a group of Chinese nationals

arrested for allegedly spying on sensitive Philippine

military sites. The Philippines has arrested multiple

individuals accused of espionage, heightening

concerns over Chinese influence in the region. As

investigations into the donations and the alleged

espionage continue, Philippine lawmakers and

authorities are pushing for more accountability and

transparency regarding foreign donations to

government and law enforcement agencies.

Philippines: Authorities still puzzled over

Alice Guo’s escape, lawmakers investigate
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'missing link'

(lm) The investigation into the escape of Alice Guo, a

dismissed mayor from Bamban, Tarlac, continues to

unfold as Philippine lawmakers pursue a “missing link”

that could explain her exit from the country. Despite

initial claims that Guo and her siblings fled by sea via

boats to Malaysia, a stamp found on her passport at

Kuala Lumpur International Airport has raised new

questions about how they evaded authorities. Sen.

Sherwin Gatchalian and others are focusing on the

stamp, trying to determine whether it’s legitimate and

what it could mean for the investigation. [Inquirer.net

1] [Inquirer.net 2]

Guo, facing 62 counts of money laundering, was said to

have boarded three boats before supposedly arriving

in Malaysia. However, the Bureau of Immigration (BI)

still doesn’t have concrete answers regarding her

escape, and this lack of clarity has frustrated

lawmakers, including Sen. Risa Hontiveros. The

National Intelligence Coordinating Agency (NICA) has

suggested that Guo and her siblings likely used the

Tawi-Tawi backdoor, which is often used for

undocumented crossings to Malaysia, though no

official records have confirmed this route.

[Inquirer.net]

Adding to the confusion, Hontiveros’s office verified

that the Kuala Lumpur International Airport stamp on

Guo’s passport is genuine, contradicting earlier claims

that she only traveled by sea.

Philippines: Supreme Court urged to void

executive clemency for ex-mayor Mabilog

(lm) Former Iloilo City councilor Plaridel Nava II has

asked the Supreme Court to declare as null and void

the executive clemency granted to ex-mayor Jed

Mabilog, citing violations of the 1987 Constitution.

Nava argues that the clemency encroaches on the

independence and mandate of the Office of the

Ombudsman, violating due process and Section 19 of

Article VII of the Constitution.

Nava referenced a 1991 Supreme Court decision,

asserting that the President can only grant clemency

for administrative charges and not for cases within the

judicial or legislative branches. He also emphasized

that the Ombudsman is an independent constitutional

body with quasi-judicial functions, separate from the

executive, legislative, and judicial branches, and that its

decisions are not subject to appeal by the President.
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In 2017, the Ombudsman found Mabilog guilty of grave

misconduct, serious dishonesty, and conduct

prejudicial to the best interest of the service, ordering

his dismissal from service and barring him from

holding public office or taking civil service exams.

[PhilStar]

Philippines: Paul Mercado named new OIC

of DICT after Ivan Uy’s resignation amid

cybersecurity concerns

(lm) Paul Mercado has been appointed the officer in

charge (OIC) of the Department of Information and

Communications Technology (DICT) in the Philippines

following the resignation of Secretary Ivan John Uy.

Mercado, who previously served as the department’s

undersecretary for special concerns, steps into the role

after Uy’s resignation on March 6. [Rappler 1]

Uy, who assumed office in July 2022, became the third

Cabinet member to resign in 2025, following

Transportation Secretary Jaime Bautista and

Communications Secretary Cesar Chavez. His tenure

was marked by several cybersecurity issues, including

hacking incidents targeting government websites and a

major data breach at the Philippine Health Insurance

Corporation (PhilHealth). [Rappler 2]

Philippines: Human rights groups

question President’s stance on law

enforcement

(lm) Human rights organizations in the Bicol region

have criticized President Ferdinand Marcos Jr.’s claims

of a “bloodless” solution to crime and drug problems,

citing ongoing incidents of extrajudicial killings and

red-tagging. At a campaign rally in Pili, Camarines Sur,

on March 7, Marcos Jr. reiterated his stance against

violent solutions, contrasting his administration's

approach with that of his predecessor, President

Rodrigo Duterte, whose drug war led to thousands of

deaths. However, human rights defenders argue that

under Marcos’ leadership, similar abuses continue.

Karapatan-Bikol reported a troubling increase in

extrajudicial killings in Bicol, particularly in remote

areas such as Masbate, where at least 30 killings have

been recorded. The organization pointed out that the

presence of soldiers in villages has made it difficult for

human rights advocates to assist victims of

harassment. Furthermore, the National Task Force to
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End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC) is

accused of continuing red-tagging efforts, targeting

progressive activists and organizations.

Meanwhile, a report from Karapatan-Bikol released in

January showed that between June 2022 and

December 2024, the region saw 17 cases of

extrajudicial killings and 764 other human rights

violations. Amnesty International also reported little

progress on addressing these violations under the

current government, suggesting that the Marcos

administration, much like Duterte’s, has weaponized

the law against critics and activists. [Rappler]

Philippines: Unemployment rate rises to

4.3 percent in January

The Philippine unemployment rate climbed to 4.3

percent in January, with 2.16 million Filipinos jobless,

up from 3.1 percent in December when 1.63 million

were unemployed. The Philippine Statistics Authority

(PSA) attributed the increase to the decline of seasonal

jobs following the Christmas rush.

Underemployment also worsened, rising to 13.3

percent from 10.9 percent the previous month, with

6.47 million employed individuals seeking additional

work or longer hours to supplement their income. The

unemployment rate for January was also higher than

the 2024 full-year average of 3.8 percent.

The services sector remained the largest employer,

accounting for 61.6 percent of total jobs, while

agriculture and industry comprised 21.1 percent and

17.2 percent, respectively. The data reflects ongoing

challenges in job stability and income sufficiency

despite overall employment growth in the country.

[Inquirer.net]

Philippines: Semiconductor firm’s

employees reach agreement after strike

(cm) On March 8, employees of semiconductor

production firm NEXPERIA reached a strike agreement

with company management after four days of striking.

Workers in the Nexperia Philippines Incorporated

Workers Union (NPIWU) agreed to a wage increase of

an additional PHP 50 (USD 0.89) per day. Union officials

who were terminated in December 2024 over attempts

to increase the minimum wage in a collective

bargaining agreement, were reinstated.
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Semiconductors make up 23.3 percent of Manila’s

exports, with USD 3.1 billion being sent to the United

States.

As negotiations occurred, 33 workers were laid off as

Nexperia announced its plans to relocate its

production of sensors to Thailand. Hundreds of

workers defending the picket line in Cabuyao, Laguna,

did not have air conditioning or water access, as strike

allies were prevented from bringing in food and

supplies. [Inquirer] [Rappler]

The strike was estimated to cost the company nearly

PHP 1 billion (USD 17.89 million). An additional

conference between the union and the company was

set for Monday, March 10, 2025, in consideration of

the concessions put forward by the Department of

Labor and Employment (DOLE). DOLE issued an order

on March 7 for striking employees to return to work.

[Inquirer 2] 

Philippines: Air Force recovers pilots'

remains as investigation into fighter jet

crash begins

(lm) The Philippine Air Force (PAF) has recovered the

bodies of two pilots who perished in the crash of an

FA-50 fighter jet during night operations in Bukidnon

on March 4. The aircraft went down near the peak of

Mount Kalatungan while preparing to provide air

support for military troops engaged in a

counterinsurgency operation.

The aircraft was part of a mission launched from

Benito Ebuen Air Base in Mactan, Cebu. While the

military has not disclosed the specific insurgent group

targeted in the operation, it confirmed that the crash

was not caused by enemy action. The ongoing

investigation will also review standard operating

procedures for similar missions. [Rappler] [PhilStar]

Philippines: Army deploys Sabrah tanks in

Tarlac exercise

(lm) The Philippine Army has deployed its newly

acquired Sabrah light tanks in a training exercise at the

Crow Valley Gunnery Range in Capas, Tarlac, to

validate its combined arms brigade capabilities. The

tanks, part of a USD 172-million deal with Elbit Systems

signed in 2022, are equipped with 105-mm cannons

and are being used in the ongoing Combined Arms
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Training Exercise, which began on March 3. The tanks

are a key element in the Army’s efforts to enhance its

combat readiness ahead of the upcoming “Balikatan”

exercises with American troops, set to begin in April.

[PhilStar]

Philippines: Gun ban violators arrested

reach 1,499

(lm) The Philippine National Police (PNP) reported that

as of March 9, the number of arrests for violating the

nationwide gun ban imposed by the Commission on

Elections (Comelec) has reached 1,499. Of these, 1,433

are civilians detained at Comelec checkpoints and

other law enforcement operations.

In addition to civilians, arrests also include 28 security

guards, 10 police officers, seven military personnel, six

law enforcement members from other agencies, five

government officials, and one militiaman. Additionally,

six foreigners and three minors were arrested for

carrying firearms outside their residences.

The gun ban is part of security measures to ensure a

safe and orderly election on May 12. The PNP has

confiscated 1,492 firearms and 34 explosive devices,

and has validated nine election-related incidents,

including four in the Bangsamoro region and one each

in Ilocos, Soccsksargen, and Zamboanga peninsula.

In Western Visayas, 70 gun ban violators have been

arrested since January 12, with 28 arrests in Bacolod

City and other areas of Negros Occidental. The

authorities also seized 68 firearms and six gun replicas

during checkpoints between January 12 and March 6.

[PhilStar]

Philippines: Pasay top cop sacked

following Baclaran shooting incident

(lm) Pasay police chief Col. Samuel Pabonita was

relieved of his duties on March 3, following a shooting

incident that occurred in Baclaran on February 3.

Pabonita, who had been serving as the police chief

since June 2024, was replaced by Col. Joselito De Sesto.

Pabonita has been reassigned to another position

within the Southern Police District. [PhilStar]
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Singapore: Electoral boundaries revised

ahead of election this year

(lm) Singapore's Elections Department announced on

March 11 that it has revised the country's electoral

boundaries, signaling the government's preparation

for a general election. While elections must be held by

November 2025, the Prime Minister can call for earlier

polls.

This election will be the first for Prime Minister

Lawrence Wong, who assumed leadership of the

People's Action Party (PAP) in May 2024, succeeding

long-time leader Lee Hsien Loong. The PAP is expected

to maintain its dominance in the vote, having won

most seats since Singapore's independence in 1965,

although the share of the popular vote will be closely

watched after the party's poor performance in 2020.

In preparation, Wong presented a budget in February,

widely viewed as a pre-election move with provisions

for all Singaporeans. The new electoral boundaries

report, submitted to Wong on March 7, includes the

addition of four more seats compared to the 2020

election. The upcoming election will see 97 lawmakers

elected from 15 single-member electoral divisions and

18 divisions with four or five members. [Bangkok Post]

Singapore: Record USD 106 billion budget

passed

(lm) Singapore’s Parliament passed a record SGD 143.1

billion (USD 106 billion) spending plan on March 10,

marking the final budget of the current government

term. This was the culmination of a series of 12

Budgets between 2020 and 2025, which saw the

country through challenges like the COVID-19

pandemic, global inflation, and geopolitical unrest.

Leader of the House, Indranee Rajah, highlighted how

Singapore’s prudent fiscal policy enabled the country

to weather these crises without burdening future

generations with debt. Despite opposition parties’

concerns over specific measures, such as the Goods

and Services Tax (GST) increase, the government

successfully navigated difficult choices, including

raising the GST to ensure long-term sustainability and

funding for rising healthcare costs. [The Straits Times]

Singapore: Ex-Prime Minister Lee

emphasizes immigration's role in

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-tuj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-tut/


economic growth and social cohesion

(lm) Singapore’s ex-Prime Minister and current Senior

Minister Lee Hsien Loong has underscored the critical

role of immigration in Singapore’s economic vitality

and long-term survival, highlighting that new citizens

enrich society beyond what numbers can capture.

Speaking at the Teck Ghee Citizenship Ceremony on

March 9, he stressed that fresh perspectives and global

connections brought by new arrivals help Singapore

remain a competitive global hub.

Lee pointed to cities like London, New York, and

Shanghai as examples of how an ongoing infusion of

talent fosters innovation and prosperity. He

emphasized that Singapore, with its aging workforce

and limited natural resources, must remain open to

talent to sustain economic growth. While

approximately 30,000 citizen babies are born annually,

Singapore takes in around 22,000 new citizens each

year to supplement its workforce.

Recognizing immigration as a sensitive issue, Lee urged

Singaporeans to welcome new citizens and reject

nativist sentiments that could divide society. He also

stressed the importance of careful immigration

management to maintain harmony among different

ethnic groups. New citizens undergo the Singapore

Citizenship Journey and participate in integration

programs before receiving their citizenship.

Lee called on new citizens to actively contribute to

their communities and embrace Singaporean values,

while also encouraging locals to be open-hearted in

welcoming them. He warned against political actors

who exploit xenophobic sentiments, cautioning that

such divisive rhetoric could harm the nation. [Channel

NewsAsia 1] [Mothership] The Straits Times]

In addition to these sentiments, Singapore has

launched a public-private initiative to better integrate

foreign professionals into the country’s workplaces and

communities. The Alliance for Action (AfA), led by the

Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth (MCCY) and

supported by the Singapore National Employers

Federation (SNEF) and the Singapore Business

Federation, was established to create proposals aimed

at improving the integration process.

The AfA, co-chaired by MCCY Minister Alvin Tan and

SNEF Honorary Treasurer Marcus Lam, brings together

representatives from various sectors to address

concerns about the integration of foreign

professionals. Preliminary suggestions include

supporting foreign professionals beyond the

workplace, such as through corporate volunteering
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and orientation programs to introduce them to local

norms. [Channel NewsAsia 2]

Singapore: Government adjusts work

permit rules to retain seasoned foreign

professionals

(lm) Singapore has announced significant changes to

its work permit framework to retain seasoned foreign

workers and support business transformation. Starting

July 1, there will be no cap on the number of years a

work permit holder can stay, allowing companies to

retain experienced workers beyond the current 14 to

26-year limits. The maximum employment age for

work permit holders will also be increased from 60 to

63, in line with the local retirement age. Additionally,

the age limit for new work permit applicants will be

adjusted to 61.

These changes come as Singapore looks to address

manpower constraints while balancing the needs for

local workforce growth. The move will also allow

businesses to retain experienced workers in industries

like agriculture, digital and green economies, energy

transition, and electric vehicles.

The adjustments align with Singapore’s broader efforts

to boost productivity and reduce reliance on work

permits, while enhancing job opportunities for

Singaporeans. Further, the Non-Traditional Sources

Occupation List will be expanded starting September

2025, allowing firms to hire workers from more

countries for roles in sectors such as heavy vehicle

driving, manufacturing, and food services.

In response to the changes, the government has

emphasized that Singapore continues to value foreign

professionals, who contribute to the nation’s economic

growth and competitiveness, while also ensuring fair,

equal opportunity hiring practices for all employees.

Additionally, there will be a focus on creating a skilled,

resilient workforce through more inclusive

employment practices, enhanced job redesign, and

support for businesses navigating these shifts. [The

Straits Times]

Singapore: Education minister cautious on

scrapping PSLE, through-train schools
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(lm) Singapore’s Education Minister Chan Chun Sing

has questioned the feasibility of eliminating high-

stakes exams like the Primary School Leaving

Examination (PSLE) or introducing a ten-year through-

train school system, arguing that such changes would

not address deeper issues within the education

system. Speaking at the Ministry of Education’s (MOE)

Committee of Supply debate on March 6, he

emphasized that policy changes must be driven by a

clear understanding of core challenges, rather than

assumptions about stress reduction or social

integration.

Chan pointed out that other countries have attempted

similar reforms with mixed results, and noted that

affiliated schools in Singapore already function as a

variant of the through-train model. He warned that

removing the PSLE without changing societal mindsets

could simply shift competitive pressures to other

academic milestones, such as O-Level exams. Instead,

he called for a cultural shift towards valuing diverse

strengths, rather than focusing narrowly on specific

exams.

The minister reiterated that MOE’s priority is to provide

multiple pathways for student success, reducing exam

loads while maintaining educational quality and

accessibility. He highlighted ongoing reforms, such as

changes to the L1R5 system and a more inclusive

Primary One registration process, as steps toward a

more flexible and egalitarian education system. Chan

concluded by urging policymakers to focus on evolving

mindsets alongside policy changes, stating that

Singapore has the opportunity to overcome the "public

education trilemma" of balancing quality, skills, and

affordability. [Mothership]

Singapore: Authorities to review alcohol

limit for drivers amid rising offences

(vsq) Singapore is reviewing its legal alcohol limit for

drivers due to an increase in drink-driving cases. The

current limit is 35 micrograms of alcohol per 100ml of

breath or 80 milligrams per 100ml of blood. In 2024,

1,778 individuals were caught drink-driving, up from

1,663 in 2023. While drink-driving accidents declined,

fatal incidents rose slightly. This review was prompted

by a parliamentary inquiry, and further details on

potential changes will be released later.

The Singapore Traffic Police (TP) has stepped up

enforcement, with operations leading to arrests, such

as 11 individuals caught in a roadblock on the Central

Expressway in December 2024. Current penalties for
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drink-driving include fines from SGD 2,000 (USD 1,500)

to SGD 10,000 (USD 7,500), up to 12 months in prison,

or both. Repeat offenders face harsher penalties.

Speeding remains a concern, with over 100,000

speeding violations recorded in 2024. TP plans to

increase fines and demerit points starting January

2026. An anti-drink-driving campaign was also

launched in December 2024 to enhance road safety.

[MHA]

Singapore: Youth drug abuse rises despite

strict laws

(lm) Youth drug abuse is increasing in Singapore, with

52 percent of newly arrested drug offenders in 2024

under 30. Cannabis use is growing, and

methamphetamine remains the most common drug

among young abusers. Experts attribute this trend to

mental health struggles, social media misinformation,

and changing global attitudes toward cannabis,

especially after Thailand’s decriminalization.

To combat this, community programs use sports, peer

support, and media campaigns to engage at-risk youth.

Initiatives like sepak takraw sessions and student-led

anti-drug efforts focus on positive activities rather than

direct intervention. Former drug users turned

advocates highlight the need for relatable messaging

over traditional deterrence.

Authorities have strengthened digital outreach and

preventive education in schools, but regional drug

trafficking and easier online access pose ongoing

challenges. While strict enforcement continues,

Singapore is increasingly focusing on education and

social intervention to reshape youth attitudes toward

drugs. [Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: City state to forge own path

towards women’s development

(rt) Senior Minister of State for Foreign Affairs and

National Development, Sim Ann, has emphasized that

Singapore will approach women’s development

through “quiet advocacy,” focusing on policies that

resonate with both men and women. This approach

differs from textbook feminism, which she believes can

be more adversarial and divisive between the sexes. As

the chair of the People’s Action Party’s Women’s Wing,

Sim explained that this method suits Singapore’s local

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-ilr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-ily/


context, where dismantling patriarchy is not a daily

concern for women.

Sim noted that many of Singapore’s existing policies

have positively impacted women’s well-being, even if

they aren’t specifically framed as feminist policies. She

highlighted Singapore’s ranking of eighth globally and

first in the Asia-Pacific region in the 2024 United

Nations Gender Inequality Index, which measures

countries' levels of gender inequality. Singapore’s

approach to women in political leadership focuses on

persuasion and encouragement, rather than relying on

strict targets or quotas.

Earlier in 2024, Prime Minister Lawrence Wong

expressed his intention to field more women

candidates in the 2025 general election. [The Straits

Times]

Singapore: Government adjusts housing

policies to balance affordability and

market stability

(vsq) Singapore’s government is closely monitoring

income growth and property market conditions to

ensure housing remains accessible. Minister for

National Development Desmond Lee reaffirmed this

commitment on March 5, addressing concerns over

income ceilings for Build-to-Order (BTO) flats and

executive condominiums (ECs).

The income ceiling for BTO flats is SGD 14,000 (USD

10,480) per month, covering 80 percent of households,

while ECs have a higher limit of SGD 16,000 (USD

12,000). Although there are calls to raise these ceilings,

Lee emphasized that subsidies must remain targeted.

To meet demand, the government is increasing EC

supply, with 1,500 units planned for 2024, up from

1,200 previously.

To stabilize the housing market, the government has

ramped up both public and private housing supply.

From 2021 to 2025, over 100,000 BTO flats will be

launched, with another 50,000 planned between 2025

and 2027. The median waiting time for BTO flats has

returned to pre-pandemic levels of three to four years.

Additionally, the Enhanced CPF Housing Grant,

providing first-time buyers up to SGD 120,000 (USD

89,900), ensures most families can finance their homes

with CPF savings.

Amid resale market fluctuations, where prices rose 9.6

percent in 2024 compared to 4.9 percent in 2023, the

government has implemented cooling measures. Flats
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meeting their Minimum Occupation Period (MOP) will

increase from 8,000 in 2024 to 19,500 in 2028,

improving supply. The Prime Location Housing Model

and Plus and Prime classification system also curb

speculation by imposing resale and rental restrictions

on high-demand areas.

To encourage timely housing development, the

government is extending Additional Buyer’s Stamp

Duty (ABSD) remission timelines by six to 12 months

for complex projects, such as large-scale

redevelopments.[Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: New semiconductor R&D

facility to open in 2027

(lm) Singapore will open a new SGD 500 million (USD

374 million) semiconductor research and development

facility in 2027. The facility, part of the National

Semiconductor Translation and Innovation Centre

(NSTIC) program, aims to boost semiconductor

research and innovation. It will focus on advanced

packaging technologies to make chips faster, more

powerful, and efficient.

This facility will provide access to cleanroom facilities

and semiconductor infrastructure for both public and

private sector players, particularly benefiting SMEs and

start-ups. The facility will also help bridge the gap

between lab-scale research and large-scale

manufacturing, fostering partnerships and innovation

within the sector.

Additionally, Singapore's Agency for Science,

Technology, and Research (A*STAR) plans to expand its

biomedical research infrastructure and develop a Low-

Carbon Technology Translational Testbed, both aimed

at advancing R&D and supporting commercial

development. [Channel NewsAsia]

In addition, Singapore's efforts to bolster its R&D

infrastructure extend beyond semiconductors. The

government plans to invest in biomedical R&D and

introduce new biopharma manufacturing programs,

including advancements in cell therapy manufacturing.

[The Business Times]

Thailand: Tension over no-confidence

motion as Parliament President threatens

to block it due to Thaksin references
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(lm) On March 11, opposition leader Natthaphong

Ruengpanyawut reaffirmed that the opposition would

not comply with House Speaker Wan Muhamad Noor

Matha's directive to remove references to former

Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra – widely seen as the

de facto leader of the ruling Pheu Thai Party – from the

no-confidence motion against Thaksin’s daughter,

incumbent Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra.

This disagreement threatens to delay the censure

debate, set for the end of the month, as tensions rise

between the opposition and government. [Bangkok

Post 1]

Wan had previously warned that he would not place

the opposition’s motion on the parliamentary agenda

unless all mentions of Thaksin were removed. He

argued that referring to Thaksin, who is officially not

part of the current government, violated parliamentary

regulation No. 176, which prohibits unnecessary

references to absent individuals. Wan also cited the

potential for legal repercussions, including defamation

lawsuits, should Thaksin’s name remain in the motion.

[Bangkok Post 2] [Bangkok Post 3]

Despite this, the opposition has maintained its

position. Natthaphong stressed the importance of

keeping Thaksin’s name in the motion, arguing that his

influence over his daughter’s administration was

central to the censure. Opposition MP Parit

Wacharasindhu contended that parliamentary rules

did not grant the Speaker the authority to alter

motions once they had been submitted. He also

pointed out that the motion had already been filed

more than seven days prior, which should prevent any

amendments.

As the debate looms, the government and opposition

are at odds over the format. The government

advocates for a one-day discussion, while the

opposition demands five days. Meanwhile, political

activist Ruangkrai Leekitwattana has called for an

investigation into Speaker Wan’s actions, accusing him

of ethical violations in attempting to block the motion.

[Bangkok Post 1]

Thailand: DSI links 20 senators to Senate

election money laundering, avoids

broader criminal probe

(lm) Thailand’s Department of Special Investigation

(DSI) has uncovered evidence that at least 20 senators

were involved in a money laundering scheme tied to

the 2024 Senate election, according to Justice Minister

Tawee Sodsong. The probe, based on testimony from
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over 7,000 witnesses, suggests that between THB 400-

500 million (USD 11.5-14.4 million) was used to fix

votes in the three-phase selection process.

Despite these findings, the DSI has opted not to

investigate broader criminal association charges,

limiting its probe to money laundering under the Anti-

Money Laundering Act. The agency, which has

jurisdiction over cases involving sums exceeding THB

300 million (USD 8.6 million), has formed a special

team to gather additional evidence over the next three

months. If wrongdoing is confirmed, the Election

Commission (EC) could petition the Supreme Court to

remove implicated senators. [Bangkok Post 1]

[Bangkok Post 2]

However, the EC has refused to attend a DSI board

meeting on the investigation, asserting that it alone

has the legal authority to handle election fraud cases

under Section 49 of the organic law on the Election

Commission. Instead, the EC sent a formal letter

stating its position. Deputy Prime Minister Phumtham

Wechayachai, who chairs the DSI board, declined to

comment on the EC’s stance but noted that the

investigation remains ongoing. [Bangkok Post 3]

The case is widely seen as targeting the "blue bloc"—

senators linked to the Bhumjaithai Party, a key

coalition partner. Bhumjaithai leader Anutin

Charnvirakul has rejected speculation that the DSI’s

decision to exclude criminal association charges was

linked to a recent meeting between party founder

Newin Chidchob and former Prime Minister Thaksin

Shinawatra. The meeting fueled rumors of tensions

between Bhumjaithai and the ruling Pheu Thai Party,

as both parties have clashed over issues such as

constitutional amendments and the controversial

casino bill.

Legal experts say that keeping the investigation

focused on money laundering will allow the DSI, the

EC, and the Anti-Money Laundering Office (AMLO) to

conduct separate but coordinated probes without

jurisdictional conflicts. However, Red Shirt leader

Jatuporn Prompan suggested that if the DSI board

ultimately dismisses the case, it could signal a loss of

political power for the ruling coalition.

The DSI’s investigation is expected to take about a

year, with the potential for further legal and political

fallout as evidence is gathered.

Thailand: Prime minister downplays

coalition disagreements amid policy
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discussions

(lm) Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra has

acknowledged occasional coordination issues between

the ruling Pheu Thai Party and its largest coalition

partner, the Bhumjaithai Party, but emphasized that

these differences do not threaten the government’s

stability. Speaking on March 9, she dismissed

speculation of major conflicts, stating that

disagreements are a normal part of coalition politics

and are addressed through discussions.

The remarks followed a March 2 meeting at the Chan

Song La residence, where Paetongtarn and her father,

former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, met with

Deputy Prime Minister and Interior Minister Anutin

Charnvirakul, the leader of Bhumjaithai, and party

founder Newin Chidchob. The discussions reportedly

covered key policy issues, including the planned

referendum, constitutional amendments, and the

casino-entertainment complex project. [Bangkok Post

1]

Bhumjaithai leader Anutin also confirmed that Newin

had met with Thaksin on March 3 but denied

speculation that the meeting was meant to resolve

tensions between the two parties. He stressed that

differences of opinion are common and that

Bhumjaithai has not obstructed Pheu Thai’s legislative

agenda. He cited the collaboration on the

Entertainment Complex Bill, explaining that initial

concerns raised by the Interior Ministry regarding

regulatory oversight had been acknowledged by the

prime minister, leading to revisions ensuring the

ministry’s role in supervising aspects of the bill.

Despite Paetongtarn’s reassurances, tensions remain,

particularly over the size of the majority required for a

constitutional referendum, the casino legalization

proposal, and amendments to Section 256 of the

constitution, which would facilitate a broader charter

rewrite. Additionally, there is speculation that the

Department of Special Investigation’s probe into

alleged collusion in last year’s Senate election may be

targeting a faction of senators linked to Bhumjaithai.

Meanwhile, Bhumjaithai has pledged full support for

Paetongtarn in the upcoming no-confidence debate,

with the party’s eight cabinet ministers preparing to

counter opposition claims. The prime minister’s office

suggested that one day should be sufficient for

deliberations, given that Paetongtarn is the sole target.

However, the Palang Pracharath Party (PPRP), led by

Gen Prawit Wongsuwon, has announced its intent to

take an active role in the debate, with its members
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allocated two hours to scrutinize the government.

[Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Ruling Pheu Thai Party survives

dissolution bid

(msz) Thailand’s ruling Pheu Thai Party has successfully

fended off an attempt to disband it after the Election

Commission (EC) dismissed a petition to investigate the

party’s decision to field a candidate involved in a

corruption case in a local election last year.

The petition, filed by Noparuj Worachitwuthikul, a key

figure in the political movement White Pigeons 2006,

accused the ruling party of knowingly fielding Charn

Phuangphet, a former chairman of Pathum Thani's

Provincial Administrative Organisation (PAO), despite

him being under investigation by the National Anti-

Corruption Commission (NACC) in a corruption case.

The White Pigeons 2006 movement, led by Noparuj, is

focused on anti-corruption and advocating for

transparency within the Thai government. The

movement has been active in challenging political

figures and parties involved in corruption, with its

name symbolizing a desire for political change and

accountability. Noparuj’s petition sought to investigate

Pheu Thai for supporting Charn, but the EC found

insufficient evidence to support the claims. As a result,

the commission decided not to forward the case to the

constitutional court to disband the ruling party.

Charn, along with six others, had been sentenced to

7.5 years in prison by the Region 1 Criminal Court for

Corruption and Misconduct Cases in October 2024 for

their involvement in the graft case dating back to 2011.

A re-run of the June 30 provincial election was held on

September 22, 2024, where Pol Lt Gen Kamronwit

Toopkrajang emerged victorious, defeating Charn, who

had initially won the election. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Government pushes ahead with

casino legalization despite public

opposition

(lm/hrs) The Thai government is pressing forward with

the Entertainment Complex Bill, which would legalize

casinos as part of integrated entertainment hubs. The

bill is set to be presented to the cabinet for approval

this week, despite mounting opposition from civil

society groups and political figures. [Bangkok Post 1]
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If passed, the bill will establish criteria for casino

access, including a requirement that Thai nationals

must have at least THB 50 million (approximately USD

1.44 million) in their bank accounts for at least six

months before entry. This measure aims to limit access

to high-income individuals. However, critics argue it

will do little to curb cross-border gambling and could

lead to an increase in problem gambling among Thai

citizens. The Council of State, the government’s legal

advisory body, has recommended reinstating the THB

50 million requirement after it was temporarily

replaced with a proposal requiring three years of tax

returns and an entry fee of THB 5,000 (approximately

USD 144) [see AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1].

The bill also includes incentives for tourism

investment, requiring casinos to be part of

entertainment complexes that feature museums,

stadiums, and public parks. Former Prime Minister

Srettha Thavisin has publicly backed the bill, claiming it

will attract investment, create jobs, and boost tourism

revenue. However, opposition to the measure has

intensified, with Jatuporn Prompan, a former leader of

the red-shirt movement, calling for protests and urging

the ruling Pheu Thai Party to reconsider its support. He

argues that the bill was not part of the party’s election

manifesto and could harm Thai society by expanding

gambling. [Bangkok Post 2]

Jatuporn’s stance is particularly striking given his past

ties to Thaksin Shinawatra, the ousted former prime

minister and de facto leader of the ruling Pheu Thai

party, who has strongly supported casino legalization

as a means to spur economic growth. Jatuporn, a key

leader of the United Front for Democracy Against

Dictatorship (UDD), helped mobilize working-class and

rural supporters against military-backed governments.

His opposition suggests a growing divide between

Thaksin’s economic agenda and former red-shirt

leaders, some of whom resent Pheu Thai’s

compromises with conservative elites.

Moreover, critics warn that casinos could lead to

increased gambling addiction, organized crime, and

illicit financial activities. Some economists advocate for

alternative investments, such as modernizing

agriculture and promoting high-tech industries,

arguing that these sectors would provide more

sustainable economic benefits. [Bangkok Post 3]

The government is also facing scrutiny over the

regulatory framework for casino operations. Concerns

have been raised about the potential for money

laundering, with critics warning that Thailand lacks the

institutional safeguards seen in countries like

Singapore and the United States. The Ministry of
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Finance has reassured the public that casino

operations will be closely monitored to meet

international standards. [Bangkok Post 4]

Thailand: Police panel dismisses ex-

deputy police chief Surachate over

gambling scandal, ending career

(msz) Former Thai deputy police chief Pol Gen

Surachate "Big Joke" Hakparn has been dismissed from

the force and stripped of his pension following a police

disciplinary committee ruling over his alleged

involvement in an online gambling network. The

decision, which still requires final approval from

national police chief Pol Gen Kittharat Punpetch, brings

an end to Surachate’s once-prominent career in law

enforcement.

Surachate was removed from duty in August 2024 by a

royal command based on the Police Commission's

recommendation. He later challenged the decision in

the Supreme Administrative Court, which upheld his

removal in December 2024, leaving only the question

of his final disciplinary punishment. He has denied all

allegations, claiming the charges were fabricated by

rival factions within the police force to block his path to

becoming police chief.

His downfall is linked to money laundering accusations

tied to the BNK Master gambling network, along with

four of his subordinates. The case intensified a long-

standing feud between Surachate’s faction and that of

Pol Gen Torsak Sukvimol, who was controversially

appointed police chief in late 2023 despite lacking

seniority. One of his Torsak’s elder brothers is Air Chief

Marshal Satitpong Sukvimol, who serves as the private

secretary to His Majesty King Maha Vajiralongkorn and

grand chamberlain of the Royal Household Bureau.

The rivalry led then-Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin to

sideline both generals in early 2024 to ease internal

tensions.

Surachate, once considered a rising star in Thai law

enforcement, had a history of high-profile cases,

having led immigration crackdowns and high-stakes

criminal investigations. His career was further

overshadowed by a 2020 shooting incident, where

gunmen fired at his Lexus in Bangkok, an attack he

claimed was tied to his role in investigating a failed

biometric screening system procurement for the

Immigration Bureau. The case remains unsolved.

Surachate can still appeal his dismissal to the Police

Ethics Protection Commission and, if unsuccessful, file
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a case with the Supreme Administrative Court. If the

ruling is upheld, he will lose both his rank and benefits,

marking a definitive end to his career in the Thai police

force. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Ex-police station chief found

dead in prison while serving life sentence

for torture-killing

(lm) Justice Minister Tawee Sodsong has ordered the

Department of Corrections (DoC) to publicly release

the unedited CCTV footage related to the death of Pol

Col Thitisan "Joe Ferrari" Utthanaphon, a former

Nakhon Sawan police station chief who was found

dead in his cell at Klongprem Central Prison in Bangkok

on March 8. Thitisan, serving a life sentence for the

torture and killing of a drug suspect, was discovered

with a towel tied around his neck, initially suggesting

suicide by hanging. [Bangkok Post 1]

Thitisan was convicted for the 2021 death of 24-year-

old Chiraphong Thanapat, a drug suspect who died

after being suffocated with plastic bags during an

attempted extortion of THB 2 million (USD 58,000).

Thitisan, who earned the nickname "Joe Ferrari" for his

unexplained wealth and collection of luxury cars, was

initially sentenced to death, but his sentence was later

commuted to life imprisonment.

Prison officials noted that Thitisan had been receiving

treatment for anxiety and paranoia, and allegedly

feared attacks from other inmates. However, his

relatives argue that he was previously assaulted by a

prison official and had filed a complaint in February

regarding mistreatment, with his lawyer preparing

legal action over the incident. [Bangkok Post 2]

[Bangkok Post 3] [Bangkok Post 4]

The release of the CCTV footage comes amid an

ongoing investigation into Thitisan's death. Justice

Minister Sodsong emphasized the need for

transparency, and a sub-committee has been formed

to investigate the circumstances of his death, focusing

on both the cause and any potential motives. [Bangkok

Post 1]

Thitisan’s death coincides with allegations of bribery

and corruption within Thailand’s prison system.

Senator Sitthikorn Thongyos accused Department of

Corrections (DoC) officials of allowing an influential

inmate, referred to as “Somdet”, to run an illicit

network inside prison. The senator alleged that bribes

were used to facilitate transfers, secure privileges, and

manipulate financial transactions through mule bank
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accounts, with an estimated THB 10-20 million (USD

290,000-580,000) circulating in the system. The DoC

has denied the allegations but has launched an

internal investigation. [Bangkok Post 5]

Thailand: Social Security Office faces

mounting scrutiny over spending and

transparency

(lm) Thailand’s Social Security Office (SSO), which

manages the THB 2.65 trillion (USD 76.3 billion) Social

Security Fund (SSF) for approximately 25 million

people, is facing intensified scrutiny over spending

practices and financial transparency. Critics warn that

mismanagement could undermine the fund’s long-

term stability.

Concerns escalated after a House budget committee

investigation highlighted extravagant expenditures,

including a THB 2.2 million (USD 64,000) overseas

study trip for executives, THB 276 million (USD 8

million) for a delayed SSO+ mobile application, and

THB 336 million (USD 10 million) spent on public

relations in 2024. Additionally, the SSO hotline costs

THB 100 million (USD 3 million) annually, while THB 50-

70 million (USD 1.5-2 million) is spent on calendars

without competitive bidding. The agency’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. [AiR No. 9,

March/2025, 1]

At the same time, the House Committee on Health

criticized the SSO for providing fewer healthcare

benefits than the National Health Security Office

(NHSO), which manages Thailand’s universal

healthcare scheme. Lawmakers noted that while the

SSO allocates THB 4,400 (USD 129) per person

annually, the NHSO provides broader coverage with

THB 3,856 (USD 113) per person. Other concerns

included the THB 900 (USD 26) cap on dental benefits,

despite rising treatment costs, and reports that SSF

members must deposit THB 10,000 (USD 293) for

emergency care in certain cases. [Bangkok Post 1]

Critics argue that the SSO lacks oversight, as its budget

—funded by subscribers rather than taxpayers—is not

subject to parliamentary approval. Calls for reform

include live-streaming board meetings, releasing

financial records, and transferring the SSO’s medical

insurance scheme to the NHSO. Some lawmakers also

propose removing the SSO from political control and

merging the SSF with Thailand’s other public

healthcare and pension schemes. The House inquiry
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into the SSO’s financial practices and healthcare

policies is ongoing. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Court rejects Thaksin’s request

to visit Indonesia

(msz) The Criminal Court on March 6 denied former

prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra’s request to visit

Indonesia. The court found Thaksin’s reasons for his

overseas travel plan insufficient to grant permission.

The former premier – widely seen as de facto leader of

the ruling Pheu Thai Party and father of incumbent

Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra – reportedly

planned to attend a meeting of the Association of

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in Indonesia on

March 7.

Thaksin needs a court’s approval to leave Thailand

since he faces lese-majeste and computer crime

charges as a result of his interview in South Korea in

2015. Witness testimony is set to commence in July.

The court’s veto on March 6 was not the first time

Thaksin’s travel request was rejected. Earlier in

February, the court permitted him to visit Brunei but

not his subsequent travels to Vietnam and Cambodia.

[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Authorities intensify crackdown

on illegal condo rentals

(hrs) Thai authorities are stepping up enforcement

against illegal short-term condominium rentals,

targeting unit owners, service agents, and foreign

investors using legal loopholes to circumvent

ownership and rental laws. The crackdown follows

resident complaints in Bangkok’s Pratunam area and

other districts, where short-term rentals have led to

security concerns and disturbances.

During an undercover operation, officials booked units

posing as tourists and discovered that several condos

were operating as de facto hotels. Investigations in the

Huai Khwang-Sutthisan area found similar violations in

The Athena (53 rooms), The Oasis (40 rooms), and

Chang (98 rooms), leading to arrests and legal action.

Authorities are also addressing concerns over foreign

ownership. Under Thai law, foreigners can own up to

49 percent of a condominium’s total area but cannot

legally purchase multiple units through Thai nominees.

However, enforcement has been challenging as many

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-ijy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-ijj/


illegal rentals are conducted through online platforms

like Airbnb.

The Department of Provincial Administration (DPA),

Immigration Bureau, district offices, and police are

working together to remove illegal rental listings, notify

condominium juristic persons of violations, and

increase enforcement efforts. Under the Hotel Act,

violators face up to one year in prison, a THB 20,000

(USD 580) fine, and an additional THB 10,000 (USD 290)

per day until the illegal activity ceases.

Meanwhile, the ruling Pheu Thai Party announced

plans to amend the Hotel Act to legalize and regulate

non-hotel accommodations, allowing small lodging

businesses to obtain proper licenses while ensuring

compliance with Thai law. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok

Post 2]

Thailand: Anti-graft agencies to audit

large state procurement projects

(lm) Three of Thailand’s key anti-corruption agencies—

the National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC), State

Audit Office (SAO), and Public Sector Anti-Corruption

Commission (PACC)—have signed a memorandum of

understanding (MoU) to jointly audit major

government procurement projects for signs of policy-

oriented corruption.

The agencies will share data through an integrated

audit system designed to detect early signs of graft,

with a focus on infrastructure, transport, energy, and

public utility development projects, which involve

significant state funding. The Corruption Deterrence

Centre (CDC) has been tasked with implementing new

information technology to enhance detection

mechanisms.

The SAO will conduct preventive audits, aiming to

identify corruption risks before significant damage

occurs, while the PACC will incorporate its existing

corruption risk assessment framework. This effort

follows public scrutiny over inflated procurement costs

in past government projects, including the Bangkok

Metropolitan Administration's overpriced fitness

equipment scandal last year. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Ex-PAO chief to face trial for

murder of adopted son
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(msz)  Former Prachin Buri Provincial Administration

Organisation (PAO) chief Soonthorn Vilawan along with

other seven suspects will reportedly face a court trial

over their alleged involvement in the killing of Chaimet

Sitsanitpong, aka "Sor Jor Tong". Chaimet was

Soonthorn’s adopted son and biological father of

former deputy education minister Kanokwan Vilawan.

The victim was fatally shot at the-then PAO chief

Soonthorn’s house on December 11, 2024. The murder

case was officially filed at the Criminal Court on March

6.

The authorities see the murder as politically motivated

since Chaimet and Soonthorn endorsed different

candidates for the PAO chairmanship. Chaimet, who

was once considered the right-hand man of

Soonthorn, backed his wife competing for the PAO

chairmanship under the Pheu Thai Party, while his

adopted father endorsed a rival candidate from the

Bhumjaithai Party.

According to the Crime Suppression Division (CSD),

more than 130 witnesses have been questioned as

part of the investigation. Soonthorn’s seven associates

were Thanasarankorn Techathanatchot, Saksit

Chinwong, Thanapat Songsang, Apisit Sodchuen,

Sitthichai Sriphakdee, Phatthanon Boonchu and

Minyarat Phacharamarnkul. The charges filed against

the suspects include colluding in criminal activities,

illegal possession of firearms and carrying firearms in

public without permission, premeditated murder,

ordering others to commit premeditated murder and

aiding premeditated murder. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Student hairstyle regulation

ruled unconstitutional

(msz) Thailand's Supreme Administrative Court has

declared the Education Ministry’s "Regulation 2," which

has governed student hairstyles since 1975,

unconstitutional. The regulation, based on

"Announcement 132" by the Revolutionary Council – a

military junta that came to power in Thailand following

a coup in 1957 –, imposed strict rules on student

appearances, including prohibitions on mustaches,

beards, and specific haircuts for male students, while

also regulating the use of cosmetics by female

students.

The court ruled that these regulations infringed on

students' bodily autonomy, failing to prioritize their

best interests and potentially harming the feelings of

gender-diverse students. This decision marks a

significant shift in how student rights are viewed in
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Thailand, with the court emphasizing that such rules

are inconsistent with the Child Protection Act. As a

result, the regulation is now deemed ineffective, and

the ruling takes effect immediately, allowing students

more freedom in how they present themselves. [Thai

PBS World]

Thailand: Government pledges stronger

protections for women amid rise in

domestic violence cases

(lm) The Thai government has reaffirmed its

commitment to gender equality, pledging to amend

discriminatory laws, tackle domestic violence, and

enhance support for women’s rights. The

announcement, made by Prime Minister Paetongtarn

Shinawatra on International Women’s Day, comes as

activists highlight alarming domestic violence statistics

and call for urgent legal reforms. [Bangkok Post 1]

According to the Sexualities Studies Association and

the Coalition Against Gender-Based Violence Thailand,

an average of 15,000 people seek hospital treatment

annually for domestic violence-related injuries. Media

reports covered 1,086 domestic violence cases in 2023,

with 75 percent involving spousal assaults or murders.

Cases involving unmarried couples saw 49 percent of

perpetrators using firearms against their partners.

Activists argue that current laws contain significant

loopholes, including lenient penalties, a reconciliation-

based approach that disadvantages victims, and vague

legal interpretations allowing perpetrators to evade

justice. The law also lacks structured coordination

among state agencies and fails to provide sufficient

resources for victims. While the Ministry of Social

Development and Human Security has proposed

amendments to the Victims of Domestic Violence

Protection Act, activists believe the revisions remain

inadequate. [Bangkok Post 2]

Paetongtarn acknowledged Thailand’s progress in

women’s representation, noting that the country ranks

third globally for female CEOs and has had a woman

leader. However, she stressed the need to address

ongoing challenges, including gender-based violence,

patriarchal norms, and disparities in professional

opportunities.

To support women, the government aims to extend

maternity leave, improve childcare access, strengthen

legal protections against violence, and expand funding

for the Thai Women Empowerment Fund. Public Health

Minister Somsak Thepsutin highlighted efforts to
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improve healthcare access, including universal

coverage for mammograms and ultrasounds for high-

risk women over 40 to combat breast cancer.

Meanwhile, the Democrat Party emphasized that

International Women’s Day should be a platform for

real change rather than a symbolic occasion. Party

officials called for stronger protections against gender-

based violence, economic support for women, and

equal access to leadership positions, particularly for

single mothers and informal workers. [Bangkok Post 1]

Thailand: One million stateless individuals

to be registered within two years

(hrs) As part of its policy to show good governance, the

Thai government has announced its aim to register

one million stateless individuals within two years. An

MoU (memorandum of understanding) was signed by

several Thai agencies – including the Bangkok

Metropolitan Administration (BMA), the Department of

Provincial Administration (DoPA), the Office of the

Basic Education Commission (Obec) and the

Department of Special Investigation (DSI).

The MoU serves to support stateless people and aims

to improve collaboration between Thai agencies in

efforts to help stateless people obtain legal status or

citizenship. Currently, an estimated one million people

born in Thailand do not have legal status – the Interior

Ministry has received applications from an

approximate 480,000 individuals, although the legal

process can take up to 70-80 years. With the MoU and

resulting enhanced cooperation, these individuals can

obtain legal status and eventually become Thai citizens

more quickly.

For the current 480,000 applications, the seven

agencies involved in the MoU will work together to

establish clear benchmarks to verify and resolve the

applications within two years. Registered individuals

will be eligible for free basic education and the right to

public healthcare services. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Economic uncertainty prevails

amid US tariff concerns and severe

market decline

(ed) The return of Donald Trump to the US presidency

has heightened concerns in Thailand over potential

trade barriers, with Washington considering new tariffs
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on imported goods to reduce the US trade deficit.

Among the industries at risk, Thailand’s automotive

sector faces particular challenges, as Trump’s

administration moves forward with a proposed 25

percent tariff on vehicle imports. The measure, set to

take effect on April 2, has been temporarily paused for

Canada and Mexico but remains a looming threat for

other exporting countries, including Thailand. [Asia

Financial]

Thailand currently ranks 16th in passenger car exports

and 11th in commercial motor vehicle shipments to

the US. In 2024, the country exported 42,000

passenger cars and 20 commercial vehicles to the

American market, contributing to the USD 267 billion

worth of vehicle imports into the US. If the tariffs are

implemented, Thai auto manufacturers fear a

significant slowdown in exports. The domestic industry

is already struggling due to declining sales and limited

access to auto loans as banks tighten lending amid

high household debt. In January, domestic vehicle sales

fell over 12 percent year-on-year to 48,092 units, while

exports dropped 28.3 percent to 62,321 units—the

lowest level in nearly three years. [Bangkok Post 1]

Beyond the automotive industry, other Thai exports,

including electronics, agricultural products, and auto

parts, could also be affected by broader tariff

measures under Trump’s trade policies. The Thai

Chamber of Commerce has urged the government to

take swift action by establishing a “war room” to

monitor and address potential US tariff threats. It has

also recommended reassessing import taxes on US

goods and increasing imports to help reduce Thailand’s

trade surplus with Washington. Proposals include

lowering import duties on certain American products

to maintain stable trade relations amid escalating

global tensions.[Bloomberg]

The uncertainty surrounding US trade policies has also

contributed to a decline in Thailand’s stock market. The

Stock Exchange of Thailand (SET) has recorded a 13

percent year-to-date decline in its index, driven by

weakened economic growth, poor corporate earnings,

and investor perceptions that Thailand’s economy is

outdated.  Foreign investors have sold THB 26 billion

(USD 764 million) worth of Thai equities so far this

year.

In response, the SET is working with the Board of

Investment to attract high-growth industries such as

healthcare and medical devices and has proposed a

tax-deductible long-term investment scheme modeled

after Japan’s system. The exchange is also reviewing

short-selling and high-frequency trading regulations to

balance market stability with investor flexibility. The
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proposed reforms are expected to take effect within

three to four months. [Bangkok Post 2]

In parallel, the Cabinet on March 11 approved a series

of measures aimed at supporting the stock market.

These include tax incentives for investments in mutual

funds that focus on sustainability, announced by

Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira. In addition to tax

incentives, the government plans to propose a new law

that will increase the powers of the Securities and

Exchange Commission (SEC) to strengthen investor

confidence. The law will grant the SEC greater

investigative powers, including the ability to freeze

assets more quickly. These initiatives are part of efforts

to stabilize the market and encourage investment.

[Bangkok Post 3]

Meanwhile, the Bank of Thailand (BOT) has taken a

cautious approach, ruling out an immediate interest

rate cut in response to trade uncertainties. BOT

officials stated that the recent rate adjustment to 2

percent is sufficient to absorb potential economic

shocks. While acknowledging that new US tariffs could

present headwinds, the central bank maintains that a

significant economic downturn would be necessary

before considering further monetary easing. [Reuters]

Thailand: Government approves third

phase of THB 10,000 cash handout for

teens

(msz/ed) Thailand's Economic Stimulus Policy Board on

March 10 approved the third phase of the country’s

cash handout scheme, allocating THB 10,000 (USD 296)

to 2.7 million Thai youths aged 16-20. This phase,

which is expected to begin in the second or third

quarter of 2025, is aimed at stimulating domestic

consumption and boosting economic growth. The

government has set aside THB 150 billion (USD 4.4

billion) for the scheme, ensuring that funds are

available despite the economic challenges faced by the

country.

Deputy Finance Minister Paopoom Rojanasakul

explained that this third phase would focus on young

people, as they are seen as more technologically adept

and responsive to digital platforms. Unlike previous

phases, which targeted welfare cardholders, the

disabled, and the elderly, this phase has lifted

restrictions on how the funds can be used, although

certain outlets such as gold shops and liquor stores

will remain excluded. [Thai PBS World] [Bangkok Post]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-itd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-ith/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-itk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-itu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-iil/


The scheme is a part of broader economic efforts to

achieve a 3 percent growth target for Thailand in 2025.

To address the lingering challenges from the pandemic

and stimulate domestic spending, the government also

plans to boost exports and tourism. Prime Minister

Paetongtarn Shinawatra emphasized the importance

of these fiscal measures in revitalizing the economy,

especially as consumption remains a persistent issue.

Despite the 2.5 percent growth in 2024, which fell short

of expectations, Thailand is committed to reinforcing

its economic position as Southeast Asia's second-

largest economy. [Reuters] [Xinhua]

Thailand: Credit guarantee program and

credit card policy adjustments aim to

support SMEs and borrowers

(bk/lm) The Thai Credit Guarantee Corporation (TCG)

has launched a THB 10 billion (USD 297 million) pickup

loan guarantee program aimed at supporting small

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) while boosting

Thailand’s struggling automotive industry. The

initiative, expected to begin in April, will help business

owners secure financing for pickup purchases, which

are essential for logistics, transportation, and various

operations. The program is projected to benefit

approximately 12,500 SMEs, preserve an estimated

37,500 jobs, and generate an economic impact of THB

41.3 billion (USD 1.2 billion).

This initiative comes amid a sharp decline in lending,

with the Bank of Thailand reporting a 0.4 percent

contraction in commercial bank loans in 2024—the

steepest drop in 15 years. SME loans and hire-

purchase loans also fell, with vehicle financing demand

contracting by 9.9 percent. To further expand its reach,

TCG is in discussions with the Finance Ministry and

leasing companies to extend credit guarantees to

independent leasing firms that are not subsidiaries of

financial institutions. A decision on this expansion is

expected later in March.

TCG has structured the program to reduce borrowing

costs for SMEs. Leasing companies will maintain

interest rates at approximately 6 percent, while the

guarantee fee will be around 2 percent. Loans will have

a seven-year term to ensure lower and more

manageable monthly installments. The program

applies exclusively to new pickup trucks, supporting

domestic automotive production, but does not restrict

first-time purchases or specific models, as long as the

vehicle is used for business purposes.
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Beyond the pickup loan program, TCG aims to

guarantee new loans totaling THB 60-70 billion (USD

1.8-2 billion) in 2025, supported by a total guarantee

fund of THB 110 billion (USD 3.3 billion). Priority

sectors include businesses recovering from Covid-19,

vulnerable enterprises, green businesses, and those

aligned with national economic strategies, particularly

in tourism and services. [Bangkok Post 1]

Meanwhile, concerns over household debt have

prompted Thailand’s credit card industry to urge the

Bank of Thailand to extend the current 8 percent

minimum payment rate for credit cards into next year,

rather than raising it back to 10 percent. Industry

representatives warn that an increase could further

strain borrowers and lead to higher non-performing

loans (NPLs). The central bank had initially lowered the

minimum payment requirement to 8 percent as a

temporary measure to alleviate financial burdens.

At the end of 2024, Thailand had 26 million credit cards

in circulation, marking a slight year-on-year decline.

However, credit card spending grew by 4.6 percent,

reaching THB 2.74 trillion (USD 80 billion). The

industry’s NPL rate stabilized at 2.6 percent. Major

credit providers, facing narrow margins in the credit

card business, have been shifting focus toward

personal loans. One leading financial institution, which

holds a significant market share, reported an NPL rate

of 1.1 percent for credit cards and 2.4 percent for

personal loans—both lower than industry averages.

Looking ahead, credit providers are targeting 10

percent growth in both credit card accounts and

spending in 2025, alongside a 14 percent expansion in

new personal loans and an 8 percent increase in

outstanding loans. However, selective growth

strategies will be key to maintaining asset quality as

economic challenges persist.[Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Government committed to

minimum wage hike despite concerns

(lm) Labour Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn has

reaffirmed the Thai government's commitment to

raising the minimum wage to THB 400 (USD 11.80)

nationwide. Despite concerns about the impact on

small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and

inflation, the minister emphasized that the

government remains dedicated to the wage increase.

A tripartite wage committee will review the proposal

on March 12. The move follows three previous delays

of the wage adjustment for all provinces. In response
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to a parliamentary inquiry, Minister Phiphat

acknowledged the challenges posed by the wage hike,

particularly for SMEs, but reiterated his belief in the

necessity of addressing wage inequality.

The initial wage increase proposal, based on a 2012

adjustment model, was only approved for four

provinces—Phuket, Chachoengsao, Chon Buri, and

Rayong—and Surat Thani's Samui district, with

implementation starting January 1, 2025. The

committee is now exploring applying the THB 400 (USD

11.80) wage to specific occupations that have seen

economic improvement.

Phiphat also mentioned potential measures to ease

the impact on businesses, such as tax deductions and

reductions in employer contributions to the Social

Security Fund (SSF). [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Registration closing soon for

‘Home for Thais’ project

(lm) The Thai government will close registration for its

"Home for Thais" project in mid-March, with a lottery

draw for property owners scheduled for April. Since its

launch on January 17, about 350,000 people have

registered, but only 140,000 applicants have passed

initial screening and are eligible for housing loans from

the Government Housing Bank (GHB), a state-owned

bank that provides home financing to low- and middle-

income borrowers.

Due to demand exceeding the available units, a draw

will be conducted by the Government Lottery Office

(GLO). The first phase of construction will take place at

Bang Sue KM 11 and Thon Buri in Bangkok, Chiang Rak

in Pathum Thani, and Chiang Mai. The project includes

20- to 42-story condominiums, except in Chiang Mai,

where two-story homes will be built. Phase 1 consists

of 5,700 units, followed by 7,100 units in Phase 2, with

a long-term plan for 100,000 units.

Construction is expected to begin this year and

conclude next year. The project may expand to Nakhon

Ratchasima, Khon Kaen, Chon Buri, and Kanchanaburi.

Officials argue it will generate more financial benefits

for the State Railway of Thailand (SRT) than commercial

land rentals, helping reduce its billion-baht debt.

[Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: Government denies replacing

rice farming with bananas, reduces land

allocation amid price slump

(lm) The Thai government has denied claims that it is

pushing rice farmers to switch to banana farming,

following concerns over falling rice prices and reduced

land allocations for farmers. Commerce Minister Pichai

Naripthaphan clarified that his suggestion to grow

bananas was not meant to replace rice cultivation but

to offer an alternative high-value crop to supplement

incomes. The clarification came after backlash from

critics who argued that shifting to banana farming was

unsustainable due to high costs, disease risks, and

international competition.

Falling rice prices have been attributed to India

resuming rice exports, which has impacted global

markets. Critics, including Thai Pakdee Party chairman

Warong Detkitvikrom, argue that while paddy prices

are low, consumer rice prices remain high, benefiting

traders at the expense of farmers. Opposition MP

Chatchawan Paetyathai has also dismissed banana

farming as a viable alternative, warning that farmers

may struggle to compete with lower-cost producers in

international markets.

To provide immediate relief, the National Rice Policy

Committee has proposed a THB 1,000 (USD 29) per ton

subsidy for off-season rice, capped at 10 rai (1.6

hectares) per farmer. The government is also working

to boost productivity and expand export markets,

including negotiations with China and African countries

and potential cooperation with India and Vietnam to

stabilize rice prices. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2]

[Bangkok Post 3]

Meanwhile, the government has reduced its land

allocation target for farmers from 22 million rai (3.52

million hectares) to 17 million rai (2.72 million

hectares) due to ongoing land disputes. The

Agricultural Land Reform Office (Alro) found that 5

million rai (800,000 hectares) were under dispute,

leading to the adjustment. Officials are working to

strengthen landholder rights by improving access to

financial support through the Agricultural Land Reform

Fund, which aims to double its support for farm title

deed applications this year to 1.06 million approvals.

[Bangkok Post 4]

Thailand: Recycling plants shut down over

pollution concerns
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(lm) The Thai government has ordered the suspension

of four recycling plants in Samut Sakhon province

following complaints of severe air and water pollution

affecting local communities. Industry Minister Akanat

Promphan led an investigation after residents reported

that wastewater leakage and airborne pollutants from

the plants were contaminating nearby salt farms,

turning the fields black and damaging livelihoods.

Authorities found that the plants were operating

illegally, failing to obtain permits for waste removal

and transport. One of the facilities had previously been

ordered to halt operations by the Samut Sakhon

Provincial Court but continued working in violation of

the ruling. Investigators also uncovered unsafe

working conditions and the improper disposal of

hazardous waste, including over 35,000 tons of buried

aluminum dross at two of the sites.

The pollution was traced to soot and particles from

heavy metal smelting, as well as wastewater seepage

into salt fields. Residents also complained of foul

odors, especially at night when the furnaces were

running. Officials have given the factories 60 days to

correct violations, or face legal action.

Minister Akanat announced that the government is

reviewing pollution control regulations for recycling

plants to balance economic growth with environmental

and public health protections. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Favorable excise tax for

Sustainable Aviation Fuel underway to

encourage production

(bk) The Excise Department of Thailand is developing

an excise tax framework for Sustainable Aviation Fuel

(SAF). The department is currently defining SAF's

qualifications, specifications, and tax rates, aiming to

tax SAF at a more favorable rate than conventional Jet

A-1 fuel to encourage its development and production

expansion.

SAF is a blend of biofuel and traditional aviation fuel,

offering up to 80 percent reduction in carbon dioxide

emissions compared to conventional jet fuel. This

aligns with Thailand’s commitment to achieving net-

zero carbon emissions by 2050. Deputy Finance

Minister Paopoom Rojanasakul stated that Thailand’s

SAF production is projected to reach 10 million liters

annually to support both domestic and international

flights. With Thailand's SAF production already meeting

the International Sustainability and Carbon

Certification -- Carbon Offsetting and Reduction
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Scheme for International Aviation (ISCC CORSIA)

standard, production capacity will also be expanded to

meet growing demand within the aviation industry for

renewable energy.

According to Paopoom, the department is committed

to promoting low-carbon fuel production to enhance

agricultural value and waste reuse, reinforcing

Thailand’s position as a key player in the low-carbon

aviation sector within ASEAN. [The Nation]

Thailand: Delays and new developments

in high-speed rail projects

(lm) Thailand's ambitious high-speed rail projects

continue to face delays, with significant revisions to

timelines and updates on ongoing developments.

The first phase of the Thai-Chinese high-speed rail

project, which aims to connect Bangkok to Nakhon

Ratchasima, has been delayed again by a year. The

new completion date for this phase is now set for

March 10, 2026. The State Railway of Thailand (SRT)

board approved the 350-day extension, attributing it to

unresolved land expropriation disputes, which delayed

the handover of construction sites to contractors. The

final land transfer is expected to be completed by May

13, according to SRT Governor Weeris Amrapal.

As of January 2025, only 36 percent of the first-phase

construction has been completed, with work on the

second phase to Nong Khai still pending. Delays in this

project have been caused by funding disputes with

China, contractor liquidity issues, the COVID-19

pandemic, and concerns over the impact of the

Ayutthaya station on a UNESCO World Heritage site.

The Thai government is now aiming for the entire line

to be operational by 2030, which will eventually

connect Thailand to China’s high-speed rail network via

Laos. The line will feature Fuxing Hao CR300 trains,

supplied by China’s CRRC Corp. [Bangkok Post 1]

In addition to this, the Thai government has moved

forward with plans for a separate high-speed rail link

connecting Don Mueang, Suvarnabhumi, and U-Tapao

airports. This project is part of the 271-billion-baht

(USD 7.5 billion) high-speed rail initiative, which will

include nine stations across five provinces and cover a

distance of 220 kilometers, reducing travel time to

under an hour at speeds of up to 250 km/h. The State

Railway of Thailand (SRT) board is expected to review

the contract amendments for this project on March 13,

with a final cabinet approval slated for May 2025. If

approved, construction could begin by June 2025, with
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the first phase focusing on key sections of the line,

such as the areas under U-Tapao Airport's second

runway and the Bang Sue–Don Mueang section, which

will overlap with the Thai-Chinese high-speed rail.

However, challenges remain. The CP Group, the

contractor for the airport link, has not yet finalized

which train model will be used for the line. Depending

on the train type chosen, modifications to station

platforms may be required, as the existing Airport Rail

Link stations were designed for narrower trains.

Despite these challenges, the government is pushing

forward with the project, and the line is expected to

play a key role in the economic revitalization of the

region. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Government advances major

tourism and infrastructure projects

(lm) The Thai government is pushing forward with two

major infrastructure projects—the Koh Samui cruise

terminal and the Andaman Riviera road network—

aimed at strengthening tourism, improving

connectivity, and driving economic growth.

The Koh Samui cruise terminal, a THB 12.172 billion

(approximately 354 million USD) project, is set to begin

construction in 2029 and be completed by 2032.

Located in Laem Hin Khom, Taling Ngam, the terminal

will cover 47 rai (7.5 hectares) and accommodate two

large cruise ships simultaneously, with passenger

capacities of 4,000 and 2,500. Government officials

estimate that the facility will handle 120 cruise routes

annually, generating at least THB 8 billion

(approximately 233 million USD) in revenue. [Bangkok

Post 1]

Meanwhile, the feasibility study for the Andaman

Riviera road network is set to conclude this month,

with cabinet approval expected in June. This THB 85

billion (approximately 2.47 billion USD) project will

develop 924 kilometers of new and upgraded roads

across six provinces: Ranong, Phangnga, Krabi, Phuket,

Trang, and Satun. The project aims to create a

seamless coastal route, making travel safer and more

convenient for both tourists and locals. The upgraded

road network will connect key destinations, benefiting

hotels, restaurants, and retail businesses along the

Andaman coast.

The plan includes 31 major road projects and 12

smaller initiatives that will be rapidly implemented by

local governments. Construction is expected to begin

in 2026, with two kilometers of new roads and 124
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kilometers of upgrades planned in Phuket alone. A

bridge across Koh Maphrao is also part of the project,

overseen by the Department of Marine and Coastal

Resources.

The Ministry of Transport has collaborated with local

governments and multiple agencies, including the

Department of Highways and the Department of Rural

Roads, to ensure the project's sustainability. Since

some road sections pass through ecologically sensitive

areas such as mangrove forests, additional

environmental impact assessments (EIA) may be

required to minimize ecological damage. [Bangkok

Post 2]

Thailand: Suvarnabhumi Airport

expansion aims to handle 150 million

passengers by 2033

(lm) Airports of Thailand (AoT) has announced a THB

142 billion (USD 4.2 billion) expansion plan to

significantly increase Suvarnabhumi Airport’s

passenger capacity, with the goal of accommodating

150 million travelers annually by 2033. The project

aims to elevate the airport’s status from its current

position among the world's top 30 to the top 10.

At present, Suvarnabhumi handles around 65 million

passengers per year. The first phase of expansion, the

THB 12 billion (USD 355 million) East Expansion

project, will add capacity for 15 million more

passengers, bringing the total to 80 million. The

bidding process for this phase will begin in May, with

construction expected to commence in November and

conclude by 2028, expanding the airport’s area to

480,000 square meters.

A more extensive development, the South Terminal, is

planned to further increase passenger capacity by 70

million per year. This project, requiring an estimated

budget of THB 130 billion (USD 3.8 billion), is set to

begin its bidding process in 2027, with completion

projected for 2033. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Defence minister calls for

reassessment of peace talks amid

escalating violence

(lm) On March 10, Thai Deputy Prime Minister and

Defence Minister Phumtham Wechayachai called for a

reassessment of peace negotiations in the Deep South,
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following a surge in violence. He expressed concerns

over the legitimacy of the representatives involved in

the dialogue and questioned whether they had the

authority to effectively represent insurgent groups.

Phumtham stressed the importance of halting violence

for productive negotiations, emphasizing the

government's continued commitment to the peace

process. [Bangkok Post 1]

The violence in Thailand’s southern provinces has

intensified in recent weeks, coinciding with the March

13 anniversary of the Barisan Revolusi Nasional

Melayu-Patani (BRN), a separatist group seeking to

liberate the Islamic region of Patani from Thai control.

This anniversary marks a period of heightened

tensions in the region, exacerbating concerns for both

security and the peace process. The surge in violence

also came during Ramadan, traditionally a time when

insurgents in the area tend to scale back their actions.

The violence first emerged on March 5, with six people

injured in a pipe bomb attack at a road-railway

crossing in Yala province. CCTV footage showed two

men on motorcycles throwing two pipe bombs at a

police box, one of which exploded, injuring three men

and three women. Insurgents are also suspected of

sabotaging security cameras in Pattani’s Sai Buri and

Panare districts, disabling them by setting fire to tires

at the base of CCTV poles. [The Nation] [Bangkok Post

2]

On March 9, then, two separate attacks in Thailand’s

southern provinces resulted in five deaths and 13

injuries. In Narathiwat, over 10 assailants opened fire

and detonated explosives outside the district office of

Sungai Kolok, killing two defense volunteers and

injuring 12 others, including four civilians. This was

followed by bombings and shootings in neighboring

Pattani, where three people, including two local village

assistants and a ranger, were killed by a roadside

bomb. [Bangkok Post 3]

Human Rights Watch condemned the attack on the Su

Ngai Kolok district office, calling it a war crime as

insurgents targeted civilians. In response, Thai officials,

including Prime Minister Paethongtarn Shinawatra,

called for increased security measures. However,

Human Rights Watch also criticized the Thai

government for human rights violations, highlighting

the ongoing culture of impunity for abuses by

government security forces. [Human Rights Watch]

[Channel NewsAsia]

In the latest escalation on March 11, a military officer

was seriously wounded in an ambush in Yala's

Bannang Sata district. Earlier that day, a defense
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volunteer was murdered in Krong Pinang district, Yala,

after his pickup truck was set on fire to lure him home.

Upon his return, five gunmen ambushed and killed

him, stealing his gun in the process. [Bangkok Post 4]

[Bangkok Post 5]

The recent wave of violence has rekindled memories of

past attacks for victims who continue to suffer from

the physical, emotional, and economic consequences

of insurgent bombings. Since the insurgency began in

2004, the BRN has targeted civilians and government

officials, including teachers and defense volunteers.

Between January 2004 and January 2025, Thailand’s

Deep South Watch recorded 22,962 security incidents,

resulting in 7,683 deaths and 14,415 injuries. [Bangkok

Post 6]

In response to the escalating violence, Interior Minister

Anutin Charnvirakul held a video conference with

governors from five southern provinces to ensure

increased security. He emphasized that security

volunteers were likely targeted due to their close ties

with local communities. [Bangkok Post 1]

Thailand: Defense minister plans to invest

in frigates for the Royal Navy

(ed) On March 7, Defense Minister Phumtham

Wechayachai stated that the Thai government is

allocating funds for the Royal Navy to purchase two

frigates, emphasizing that the navy is not sufficiently

equipped to secure the Gulf of Thailand and the

Andaman Sea.

He noted that if financial conditions were more

favorable, additional funding could be provided, but

the current investment budget must remain within

limits. The navy’s budget for purchasing frigates is

planned for fiscal year 2026, though the exact amount

remains uncertain. Each frigate is estimated to cost

approximately THB 17.50 billion (USD 499 million). The

navy has requested four high-performance frigates for

fiscal years 2026 and 2027. The Thai government aims

to operate eight frigates by 2037 but currently has only

four. [The Nation]

Thailand: Police seize USD 3.16 million in

drug raids, investigate hospital drug

scandal
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(hrs) Through an anti-drug operation targeting 10

locations across six provinces, police have seized

assets worth around THB 80 million (USD 3.16 million).

The operation, which involved about 200 police and

army officers, also saw the arrest of a key suspect in a

major narcotics network who is suspected of having

overseen the finances and controlled the drug

transport.

Two other prime suspects remain at large – one is

suspected of being involved in drug distribution and

the other, of having procured methamphetamine and

heroin from a neighboring country, smuggling it into

Thailand via Chiang Rai’s border and then transporting

to a third country. The latter suspect has been

identified as the drug network’s operator in Thailand’s

northern and central regions.

This operation follows an expanded investigation

dating back to October 22 2024 where 154 kilograms

of heroin and THB 7.6 million (USD 225k) worth of

assets were confiscated. Further arrests were made of

three more suspects from the same network on

February 15 to 16, along with seizing 500 kilograms of

crystal methamphetamine, and assets worth THB 9

million (USD 267k). [Bangkok Post 1]

Veterans General Hospital Drug Scandal

In parallel news, police are investigating a drug and

medical supply corruption scandal at the Veterans

General Hospital, where it is believed that the abuse of

free medication and medical supplies intended for

veterans and beneficiaries of their welfare programme

is believed to have been running since 2017.

Police have been questioning patients, most of whom

were veterans or ill-informed family members: some

were told to eat more fatty food to keep their blood

cholesterol high, or those with diabetes were told to

consume excess sugary drinks before getting their

blood sugar levels tested. The intention was for

patients to obtain more drugs than they needed so the

drugs could be resold for profit, an act that could be

considered violations of human trafficking laws as the

patients were told to jeopardize their health.

Investigations are ongoing, with the Public Sector Anti-

Corruption Commission suspecting that at least 1000

people could be involved, including more than 100 civil

servants and state officials. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Civil Aviation Authority to

undergo FAA inspection, aiming to restore
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CAT1 status

(bk) The Civil Aviation Authority of Thailand (CAAT) is

preparing for a five-day inspection starting on March

10, with the goal of regaining its Category 1 (CAT1)

aviation safety rating from the US Federal Aviation

Administration (FAA). In 2015, Thailand was

downgraded to Category 2 (CAT2) after the FAA

identified 36 issues with the country's aviation safety

standards based on International Civil Aviation

Organization (ICAO) guidelines.

CAAT Director Air Chief Marshal Manat

Chavanaprayoon emphasized the importance of the

inspection's outcome for Thailand's aviation industry.

Regaining the CAT1 rating would significantly benefit

the Thai aviation industry, enabling local airlines to

expand their routes to the US and other countries that

adhere to FAA standards, such as South Korea.

CAAT has strived to address the 36 issues identified by

the FAA, with a particular focus on legislative changes

to ensure the agency operates independently and can

regulate aviation safety without political interference.

Manat mentioned that the CAAT committee has

already passed a resolution reinforcing the agency’s

authority, which could eventually be formalized into

law. Other improvements include enhancing air safety

training oversight and tightening the certification

processes to align with FAA regulations. While CAAT

has made significant progress in resolving these issues,

Manat acknowledged that the FAA may identify new

concerns during the inspection. To ensure the process

runs smoothly, CAAT has assigned experts to address

any specific issues raised by FAA auditors.

The FAA is expected to announce the results of the

inspection within 60 days, and CAAT is hopeful that it

will regain its CAT1 status, which would mark a

significant milestone for the country’s aviation sector.

[The Nation]

Thailand: Four Chinese nationals arrested

in Bangkok for operating online gambling

websites

(bk) Tourist Police in Bangkok arrested four Chinese

men on March 7 for operating online gambling

websites from a luxury house in the city. The suspects

had initially entered Thailand on 60-day tourist and

short-term business visas but later changed their

status to student visas at a Buddhist university in
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Nakhon Pathom province, in an attempt to stay in the

country while engaging in illegal activities.

The police seized four computers and eight mobile

phones, revealing that the suspects were web

administrators and programmers for a network of

online gambling websites. These websites were

reportedly connected and catered to customers in

China. One of the suspects allegedly confessed to

earning around THB 1.6 million (USD 47,450) per

month for his work as a web administrator and

claimed to have earned about THB 1 million (USD

29,656) per program they wrote for clients in China.

The suspects were reportedly taking orders from the

owner of the gambling network, identified as

"Michael," who is based in China.

The arrest is part of the Royal Thai Police's broader

effort to crack down on illegal activities involving

foreign nationals. This includes targeting those who

have entered Thailand illegally or are using the country

as a base for illicit operations, particularly activities

connected to transnational criminal organizations. [The

Nation]

Thailand: Cybersecurity measures to

strengthen

(hrs) The National Cyber Security Agency (NCSA) has

been ordered by Digital Economy and Society Minister

Prasert Chantararuangthong to strengthen

cybersecurity measures in response to potential

increases in cyber warfare attacks, following a warning

from the World Economic Forum on the increasing

probability of stronger cyber-attacks.

As per the Global Cybersecurity Index 2024 by the

International Telecommunication Union, Thailand

ranks seventh in the world and fourth in the Asia-

Pacific region for cybersecurity preparedness.

Minister Prasert announced instructions to strengthen

Thailand’s cyber security at the first meeting of the

NCSA board of directors for this year, where

resolutions to establish a subcommittee in charge of

assessing cybersecurity risks in government agencies

were also established. The same subcommittee will be

responsible for overseeing Thailand’s National Cyber

Exercise for 2025, and work on reforms to strengthen

existing cybersecurity laws. [The Nation]
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Timor-Leste: Proposed cyber law sparks

concerns over free speech and dissent

(lm) Timor-Leste’s proposed cybercrime law, aimed at

addressing online crimes and the misuse of social

media, has raised concerns among civil society

organizations and media groups who fear it could be

used to suppress free speech and muzzle dissent.

The bill, drafted by the Ministry of Justice, seeks to

combat online criticism of national leaders and the

prevalence of inappropriate language online. However,

critics argue that it prioritizes protecting leaders from

criticism rather than tackling broader issues such as

online bullying, harassment, fraud, and the misuse of

personal data.

NGOs, including Forum Timor-Leste, and the Timor-

Leste Journalists Association have voiced their

concerns. They warn that the law could be used to

restrict freedom of expression and media freedom,

potentially threatening democracy. The law's potential

to shield national leaders from criticism has been

particularly contentious, with critics advocating for a

focus on more significant cyber threats rather than

suppressing free speech.

The proposed law follows concerns raised by the

Central Bank of Timor-Leste regarding the rise of

online criminal activities, including scams and fraud.

Despite the need for stronger cybersecurity measures,

human rights groups and press freedom advocates

urge the government to ensure that the law does not

undermine democratic principles, including online

expression.

This proposed legislation comes amid growing

concerns about the narrowing of civic space in Timor-

Leste, which was highlighted by rights organizations,

including Civicus and Reporters Without Borders. While

Timor-Leste has made progress in respecting

fundamental freedoms, the government’s handling of

online expression remains under scrutiny, especially as

the country expands internet access. [Union of Catholic

Asian News]

Vietnam: News site deletes critical articles

as minister takes control

(lm) Vietnamese news outlet VietnamNet has removed

articles critical of Dao Ngoc Dung, the newly appointed

minister of ethnic and religious affairs, after the

government announced the news site would be
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transferred to his ministry’s oversight. The deletions,

first noticed on March 4, included reports on

disciplinary actions against Dung in 2024 when he was

minister of labor, invalids, and social affairs (MOLISA).

VietnamNet was previously under the Ministry of

Information but was left unassigned in a recent

government restructuring, which merged the ministry

with the Ministry of Science and Technology. Under a

new decree, VietnamNet will officially come under the

Ministry of Ethnic and Religious Affairs later this

month.

Dung has been reprimanded twice by the Communist

Party. In 2006, he was disciplined for cheating on a

postgraduate entrance exam, leading to his

reassignment. In 2024, he was implicated in a

corruption scandal involving the Advanced

International Joint Stock Company (AIC) during his

tenure at MOLISA. AIC's leader, Nguyen Thi Thanh

Nhan, is currently a fugitive in Germany. Despite these

controversies, Dung was appointed minister of ethnic

and religious affairs on February 18.

Critics argue that Dung’s appointment reflects internal

power struggles within the Communist Party, with

some linking him to the faction of General Secretary To

Lam, who has been consolidating power through

recent personnel changes. [Radio Free Asia]

Vietnam: Prime Minister chairs

conference of Standing Board of

Government’s Party Committee

(lm) Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh chaired a

conference of the Government's Party Committee

Standing Board – a key body within the Communist

Party of Vietnam – in Hanoi on March 9.  The

conference focused on several key tasks, including

preparations for Party congresses at all levels, the

implementation of the 2025 inspection and

supervision program, and the ongoing work of the

Government’s Party Committee.

Chinh announced decisions on the personnel of the

Government’s Party Committee for the 2020-2025

tenure and reviewed progress on various initiatives. He

emphasized the importance of effective sub-

committees to serve the Congress of the Government’s

Party Committee, ensuring they align with their

professional responsibilities and expertise.

The Prime Minister stressed the need for a focused

approach on key tasks such as streamlining the
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political system, promoting economic growth, drafting

essential documents, and preparing for the Party

congresses. He also underlined the importance of

finalizing documents and submitting proposals on

organizational and working regulations in line with the

Party Central Committee’s directives. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Former Vicem Chairman and

three others prosecuted for causing state

asset losses

(hn) Le Van Chung, former chairman of Vicem (Vietnam

Cement Industry Corporation), along with three former

subordinates, has been prosecuted for allegedly

causing significant financial losses to state assets.

Three of the accused were detained, while former CEO

Nguyen Ngoc Anh was released on bail.

The charges are linked to irregularities in the

implementation of the Vicem Tower project at Lot

10E6, Cau Giay Urban Area, Hanoi, which had an

investment of VND 1,245 billion (USD 51.3 million). The

project faced severe mismanagement and has been

abandoned since August 2015 after completing the

underground and main structures.

The project, initiated in 2010 with an adjusted budget

of VND 2,743 billion (USD 112.3 million), was intended

to serve as Vicem's headquarters and commercial

services. However, legal and regulatory complications

prevented the project's transfer to recover capital,

despite government approval in 2017.

Vicem, under the Ministry of Construction, manages 10

cement factories with a total annual capacity of 27

million tons of cement. [Vnexpress, in Vietnamese]

Vietnam: Government considers relaxing

two-child policy amid declining birth rate

(hn) Vietnam is reviewing its two-child policy as birth

rates decline, with the Ministry of Health proposing

that couples be allowed to decide on the number and

timing of their children. The country's birth rate fell

from 1.96 children per woman in 2023 to 1.91 in 2024,

the lowest in its history and below the replacement

level of 2.1.

Birth rates vary by region, with urban areas averaging

1.67 children per woman, while rural areas report 2.08.

Ho Chi Minh City has the lowest rate at 1.39, while Ha
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Giang Province has the highest at 2.69. The

government is concerned about potential labor

shortages and an aging population, with projections

showing negative population growth by 2054.

To address the issue, policymakers are considering

easing penalties for third children and financial

support for families, while also integrating

reproductive healthcare and gender equality into

national planning. Vietnam joins countries like China,

South Korea, and Japan in grappling with declining

fertility rates, with experts recommending measures

such as reducing child-rearing costs and providing

housing assistance to encourage larger families. [Viet

Nam News]

Vietnam: Steering committee established

to boost private economic development

(lm) Vietnam has established a national steering

committee to oversee the development of a private

economic growth strategy, with Prime Minister Pham

Minh Chinh serving as its head. Deputy Prime Minister

Nguyen Chi Dung will directly oversee the project's

formulation, while Minister of Finance Nguyen Van

Thang will coordinate efforts.

The committee includes representatives from key

government ministries, the State Bank of Vietnam, and

the People’s Committees of major cities, including Ho

Chi Minh City, Hanoi, Hai Phong, Da Nang, Can Tho,

and Hue. The Ministry of Finance will act as the

permanent agency, with the minister authorized to

form editorial and expert teams for policy

development.

The committee will submit its private sector

development strategy to the Politburo, operating

under principles of centralism, democracy, and unified

direction to strengthen Vietnam’s economic landscape.

[Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Proposal for legal framework on

digital currencies and virtual assets

forthcoming

(hn) Deputy Finance Minister Nguyen Duc Chi

announced that the Ministry of Finance will submit a

legal framework for digital currencies to the

government later this month, including a proposal to

pilot a digital currency exchange.
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The exchange will be organized and operated by

entities authorized by the state, ensuring the legal

rights of investors. Additionally, the Ministry of Finance

has been assigned to develop regulations allowing

Vietnamese enterprises to issue virtual assets to raise

financial resources.

Vietnam currently lacks a clear definition for virtual

currencies and assets, leading to risks and tax revenue

losses. Establishing a legal framework promptly will

help businesses access capital more easily and

enhance their competitive advantage. [Vnexpress1, in

Vietnamese]

Before that, Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh has

directed the Ministry of Finance and the State Bank of

Vietnam to submit a legal framework for digital

currencies this month, as part of Directive 05 to boost

economic growth. The Ministry of Finance will propose

piloting a state-authorized digital currency exchange to

ensure transparency and protect investors' rights.

Additionally, the Ministry is tasked with developing

regulations to allow Vietnamese enterprises to issue

virtual assets for fundraising. Meanwhile, the State

Bank is required to closely monitor interest rates to

facilitate reasonable access to credit for businesses

and individuals.

According to the Vietnam Blockchain Association,

Vietnam ranked among the top 3 globally for digital

asset ownership, with a total value of USD 120 billion in

2023. The government aims for a GDP growth of over 8

percent this year, with a focus on public investment

and infrastructure development. [Vnexpress2, in

Vietnamese]

Vietnam: Eight people on trial over deadly

Hanoi apartment block fire

(lm) Eight people went on trial in Hanoi on March 10 in

connection with a fire that ravaged a Hanoi apartment

block in 2023, resulting in the deaths of 56 people—the

deadliest blaze in Vietnam in two decades. The owner

of the nine-storey building is accused of violating fire

prevention regulations by illegally altering the

building’s design to add more rooms, which

contributed to the fire's deadly toll. Seven local officials

are also on trial for "lack of responsibility causing

serious consequences" after failing to report the

owner's violations.

The fire broke out on September 12, 2023, with

residents and neighbors reporting screams as people
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struggled to escape through barred windows. The

building had only one exit, no emergency ladder, and

inadequate windows for escape. In the aftermath, the

government ordered a nationwide inspection of fire

prevention systems in similar buildings.

The owner, Nghiem Quang Minh, had illegally

extended the building by three floors and added 12

extra rooms, violating fire safety codes. Despite

previous reports and fines, local officials failed to

ensure compliance with fire safety regulations. The

fire, caused by a short circuit, injured 44 people.

Victims and their families have demanded

compensation of VND 76.4 billion dong (USD 3 million).

The verdict is expected on March 12. The fire is

considered the deadliest in Vietnam since a 2002 blaze

at the International Trade Centre in Ho Chi Minh City.

[Channel NewsAsia]

Vietnam: Government boosts support for

wind and solar power development with

new incentives

(hn) A new government decree effective March 3

supports the research and development of wind and

solar power in Vietnam. It prioritizes projects using

renewable energy with integrated storage systems

connected to the national grid, especially during peak

demand times. The decree encourages the production

of solar panels, wind turbines, and power conversion

equipment.

New energy projects that generate power from 100

percent green hydrogen, green ammonia, or a mix of

both, and supply the national grid, can access

preferential policies. Incentives include exemptions

from maritime area use fees for up to three years and

a 50 percent fee reduction for the next nine years, as

well as exemptions from land use fees during the

construction period, following investment and land

regulations. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Central bank injects nearly USD

200 million to market

(lm) The State Bank of Vietnam (SBV) injected over VND

5.09 trillion (USD 199.7 million) into the market last

week to support banking system liquidity, following

several consecutive sessions of net withdrawal.
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The gap between the U.S. Federal Reserve’s overnight

rate and Vietnam’s overnight rate is putting pressure

on the USD/VND exchange rate. Analysts forecast that

the exchange rate will fluctuate between VND 25,500

and VND 25,800 (USD 1) in the first quarter of 2025

due to global market factors and increased domestic

demand for the dollar. However, positive factors like a

trade surplus, strong foreign direct investment, and

recovery in the tourism industry support the dong.

[Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Overseas investment sees 9.5-

fold increase

(lm) Vietnam's overseas investment saw a 9.5-fold

increase in the first two months of 2025, reaching USD

239 million, according to the General Statistics Office

(GSO). The surge was driven by 30 new projects

receiving USD 233.6 million in investment certificates,

while five projects had their capital adjusted, adding

USD 5.4 million.

The electricity and energy sector led outbound

investments with USD 111.2 million (46.5 percent of

total investment), followed by processing and

manufacturing (USD 65.6 million) and mining (USD 41

million).

Vietnam invested in 22 countries and territories, with

Laos receiving the largest share at USD 139.7 million

(58.4 percent of total investment), followed by the

Philippines (USD 34.2 million), Indonesia (USD 31.1

million), and the British Virgin Islands (USD 21 million).

Meanwhile, foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows into

Vietnam reached USD 6.9 billion, marking a 35.5

percent year-on-year increase, with implemented FDI

hitting USD 2.95 billion, the highest in five years. [Viet

Nam News]

Vietnam: New credit cap regulations

challenge funding for large projects

(hn) The Law on Credit Institutions 2024 introduces a

gradual reduction in credit caps for large customers,

decreasing from 15 percent to 10 percent of equity for

individual customers and from 25 percent to 15

percent for related parties by 2029. This regulation

aims to manage risks and ensure financial stability but

poses challenges for state owned corporations seeking

loans for large projects. The lengthy approval process
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for expanding credit caps further complicates access to

capital. Experts warn that banks with high outstanding

loans to large customers may face pressure to

restructure loans, while corporations may need to

downsize or find alternative funding sources. [Viet

Nam News]  

Vietnam: Concerns emerge over online

sales tax implementation

(lm) Concerns have arisen over a draft decree on tax

management for e-commerce and digital platform

business activities, set to take effect on April 1. The

Vietnam Chamber of Commerce and Industry (VCCI)

has raised concerns about the tight timeline,

highlighting the need for businesses to develop IT

systems, allocate resources, and educate sellers on

compliance. The VCCI has proposed postponing

enforcement to July 1 to allow adequate preparation.

Under the draft decree, individuals conducting regular

business on e-commerce platforms must declare taxes

monthly, while household businesses must report

revenue, tax payable, and expenses. VCCI argued that

this would be impractical for small-scale sellers, many

of whom lack the resources for complex tax

declarations. They proposed allowing lump-sum tax

payments for sellers with fewer transactions to simplify

compliance.

The decree also requires sellers to declare business

expenses, which VCCI believes is unnecessary since

taxes are based on revenue. The draft's differentiation

between residents and non-residents for tax purposes

also raised concerns, as determining residency status

in the digital environment can be challenging.

Suggestions were made to allow e-commerce

platforms to cross-check residency information, with

final decisions made by tax authorities.

Additionally, there were concerns about how taxable

revenue is defined. The current draft calculates taxable

revenue based on the total amount paid by the buyer,

which includes multiple service components like

shipping and platform fees. To ensure fairness, it was

suggested that taxable revenue should be based on

the amount the platform pays to the seller. [Viet Nam

News]

Vietnam: Government to pilot

cryptocurrency exchange
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(he) The Vietnamese Ministry of Finance is preparing a

proposal to pilot a digital currency exchange, which is

set to be submitted to the government by March. The

initiative aims to establish a state-authorized trading

platform for digital assets, ensuring regulatory

oversight and protections for participants. It also seeks

to enhance transparency and security in Vietnam’s

growing digital asset market, which currently lacks

regulation.

The ministry is also working on legal frameworks to

allow Vietnamese businesses to issue digital assets,

fostering economic growth and aligning with global

trends. These regulations will address legal and

regulatory challenges, supporting private sector

growth and creating a flexible business environment

for both domestic and international enterprises.

Vietnam, ranked fifth globally in digital asset interest,

aims to leverage this sector for economic growth and

tax revenue, with potential annual earnings exceeding

USD 800 million. [Vietnam News] [Tuoi Tre News] 

Vietnam: Legislators discuss railway law

overhaul to boost infrastructure

investment

(lm) The National Assembly (NA) Standing Committee is

reviewing a draft amended Railway Law aimed at

streamlining procedures and boosting railway

infrastructure investment. A key focus is mobilizing

resources from localities and various economic sectors

for railway development.

The revised law is structured into eight chapters and

70 articles, removing redundant provisions from the

2017 Railway Law. The amendments seek to simplify

administrative procedures and business regulations by

cutting 20 percent of administrative processes and 33

percent of business conditions. These changes are

expected to enhance investment efficiency in the

railway sector.

The draft law also clarifies the roles of stakeholders in

managing national and local railways, including urban

and conventional lines. It addresses issues in

transferring state-funded railway assets to the Vietnam

Railways Corporation and proposes stricter oversight

of railway infrastructure, safety, and maintenance.

[Viet Nam News]
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Vietnam: Hanoi plans USD 2.55 billion

metro line to city outskirts

(he) Hanoi’s Metropolitan Railway Management Board

(MRB) has been tasked with preparing the investment

plan for Metro Line No. 5 (Van Cao - Ngoc Khanh - Lang

- Hoa Lac). With an estimated cost of VND 65 trillion

(USD 2.55 billion), the 38.43 km line will include 2 km of

elevated track, 6.5 km underground, and 29.93 km at

ground level, passing through several inner and outer

districts. [Vietnam News] [Hanoi Rail Transit]

Vietnam: Accelerating expressway

expansion to boost economic growth and

connectivity

(hn) Vietnam is accelerating its expressway expansion,

aiming to complete 1,188 km of expressways by 2025

as part of its broader goal to reach 3,000 km

nationwide.

In a meeting with 44 provinces, Prime Minister Pham

Minh Chinh emphasized the importance of

infrastructure in driving economic growth and stressed

the need to boost public investment in expressways,

airports, and ports to achieve the 2025 GDP growth

target of at least 8 percent.

The expansion includes major projects such as Long

Thanh International Airport and the T3 terminal at Tan

Son Nhat Airport. Improving connectivity from Cao

Bang to Ca Mau is a priority to enhance trade and

logistics.

While 786 km of expressway projects are on track, 402

km face challenges due to land clearance and material

supply issues. The government is addressing these

bottlenecks through policy adjustments, material

supply solutions, and investment approvals, including

for the Ben Luc-Long Thanh expressway and the north-

south high-speed railway proposal. [Tuoi Tre News]

Vietnam: Military merges key defense

agencies to enhance efficiency

(he) Vietnam’s Ministry of National Defense has

merged key agencies to enhance military efficiency,

completing the restructuring ahead of schedule.

Announced on March 5 by Minister General Phan Van

Giang, the reforms consolidate several departments:
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The prior separate Finance, Planning & Investment,

and Economics converge into a Department of Finance.

Previously disparate National Defense Strategy &

Military History Institutes now merge into the Vietnam

Institute for National Defense Strategy and Military

History. Prior separate Mapping & Operations

departments become the Department of Operations.

Last but not least, the previous seperate Social

Insurance & Policy departments now merge to form

the Department of Policy and Social Affairs.

General Giang emphasized that the reforms align with

current national security needs and urged personnel to

adapt swiftly while maintaining discipline and

professionalism. He also stressed strong Party

leadership within the military and readiness for future

challenges. [Vietnam Net]

Vietnam: Czech L-39 Skyfox aircraft

bolster air force as Hanoi shifts from

Russian arms

(lm) Vietnam has received six additional L-39 Skyfox

training aircraft from Czech manufacturers Aero

Vodochody and Omnipol, completing a 12-plane order

placed in 2021. The aircraft, capable of both pilot

training and light combat, is part of Vietnam’s effort to

modernize its air force amid rising tensions in the

South China Sea and reduce reliance on Russian

military hardware.

Hanoi had earlier received the first batch in August

2024, making it the first foreign customer for the

Skyfox. The trainers come with simulation systems and

on-aircraft training, with a Vietnamese pilot course

scheduled in the Czech Republic later this year.

Vietnam has also diversified its defense purchases by

ordering 12 U.S.-made T-6C Texan II trainers, five of

which were delivered in November 2024, while it

previously acquired 12 Russian Yak-130 jet trainers in

2019. The shift away from Russian arms aligns with

Western sanctions on Moscow’s defense industry

following the Ukraine invasion.

The L-39 Skyfox, originally designed to train pilots for

Russian aircraft, can also prepare pilots for advanced

Western fighter jets like the F-16 and F-35. With

modifications, it can be armed for light combat,

reconnaissance, and maritime patrols. Each aircraft

reportedly costs under USD 10 million, making it a

cost-effective addition to Vietnam’s air force. [Radio

Free Asia]
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Foreign Minister Wang Yi outlines China’s foreign

policy at “Two sessions” press conference

(dh/yq) Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi held a 90-

minute press conference at China’s “Two sessions” in

Beijing on March 7, in which he responded to

questions from Chinese and foreign media on

pertinent foreign policy issues. Wang addressed a

range of international issues, including relations with

the U.S. and Russia, the situation in Ukraine, tensions

in the South China Sea, and the Middle East conflict.

On relations with the U.S., Wang criticized the U.S. and

U.S. President Trump’s return to the “law of the jungle.”

He urged the U.S. to fulfil its international obligations

whilst stating that China stands on the side of

international justice and against power politics. In a

swipe at the U.S., he added that major powers “should

not bully the weak.” [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China]

Wang also discussed Trump’s imposition of further

tariffs on Chinese imports (see AiR No. 9, March 2025,

1). He dismissed these tariffs, stating that: “Such two-

faced acts are not good for the stability of bilateral

relations, or for building mutual trust.” He reiterated

that China takes strong measures against the fentanyl

trade and noted that cooperation between the two

countries remained possible. However, he warned that

“no country should fantasize that it can suppress China

and maintain good relations with China at the same

time.” [CNN] [Reuters]

During the press conference, Wang mentioned the

Global South 22 times – twice as much as last year.
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Wang positioned China as a key partner for developing

nations, emphasizing their growing global influence.

He also suggested that China’s engagement with the

Global South could provide stability amid global

uncertainties, contrasting this approach with recent

U.S. policies, which he described as disruptive. Wang

reaffirmed that, despite turbulence in geopolitics and

China’s growing economic power, China’s “heart will

always be with the Global South.” [Ministry of Foreign

Affairs, China]

Analysts believe Beijing’s emphasis on the Global South

reflects both economic and strategic priorities, as it

seeks to strengthen alliances and counter Western

influence. Wang encouraged developing nations to

collaborate and have a stronger voice in global

governance, cautioning against unilateral actions and

power politics. Wang also called for closer cooperation

between China and India, highlighting their shared role

in shaping the Global South, despite past tensions

between the two countries.

While China has long maintained ties with developing

nations, recent geopolitical shifts, particularly

increasing tensions with the U.S., have made these

relationships even more significant. On economic

cooperation, Wang also defended China’s involvement

in BRICS, countering criticism from the U.S. and

portraying the group as an important driver of global

economic growth. [SCMP 1]

On the South China Sea, Wang described tensions

between China and the Philippines as being influenced

by external forces rather than a direct bilateral conflict.

He maintained that the region remains stable due to

cooperation between China and ASEAN and noted that

discussions on a Code of Conduct (COC) are

progressing, with a third reading of the draft

completed.

Regarding Taiwan, Wang reaffirmed Beijing’s position

that Taiwan has never been a sovereign country and

warned against any moves toward independence,

stating they would ultimately fail. He also criticized

Japan for supporting Taiwan-related discussions,

cautioning that any provocation involving Taiwan

would have consequences for Japan. [The Straits

Times]

On the Middle East, Wang rejected a proposal by U.S.

President Donald Trump regarding Gaza, arguing that

the territory belongs to the Palestinian people and that

forceful changes to its status would create further

instability. He expressed support for peace initiatives

led by Egypt and Arab nations and reaffirmed China’s
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backing of a two-state solution to the Israel-Palestine

conflict. [SCMP 2]

The Egyptian-led recovery plan for Gaza serves as a

direct counterproposal to President Donald Trump’s

controversial vision, which seeks to redevelop the

enclave while displacing its Palestinian population.

Egypt’s plan, backed by Arab states, aims to

reconstruct Gaza with a USD 53 billion investment,

emphasizing Palestinian self-governance under a

transitional committee rather than a foreign-imposed

administration. However, the proposal has faced

strong opposition from both the U.S. and Israel, with

the White House dismissing it as unrealistic given

Gaza’s current devastation.

On the Ukraine-Russia conflict, Wang reaffirmed

China’s neutral approach and commitment to a fair

and long-lasting peace deal, citing China’s shuttle

diplomacy and role in founding the Group of Friends

for Peace with Brazil and other countries in the Global

South. Whilst Western countries have urged China to

use its strong relationship with Russia to help end the

war, Wang commented that China-Russia relations a

“constant in a turbulent world rather than a variable in

geopolitical games.” [Economic Times] [China Ministry

of Foreign Affairs]

On technological competition, Wang acknowledged

that China has faced external restrictions on its

advancements in fields such as space exploration,

semiconductor production, and artificial intelligence.

However, he argued that these challenges have

encouraged domestic innovation. Highlighting

progress in quantum computing, AI, and 5G

technology, he expressed China’s interest in

collaborating with other countries, particularly those in

the Global South, to advance scientific and

technological development. [The Straits Times]

Analysts have seen Wang Yi’s press conference as an

attempt to present China as stable major power

amidst geopolitical turmoil and uncertainty, whilst also

emphasizing China’s right to safeguard its own national

interests. Additionally, analysts have seen China as

trying to fill the vacuum left by the U.S. whilst also

seeking to strengthen ties with the Global South to

counter U.S. influence. [Reuters] [SCMP 2]

China, Russia, and Iran hold joint naval

exercises in Gulf of Oman

(dh) China, Russia, and Iran are conducting joint naval

exercises, known as "Security Belt-2025," near Iran’s
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Chabahar port in the Gulf of Oman. The drills, which

began on March 9 and runs until March 13, include

simulated maritime attacks, search and rescue

operations, and vessel inspections, aiming to enhance

military coordination and regional security. [China

Military]

The Gulf of Oman is a key global trade route,

particularly for oil and gas shipments, making military

activity in the area strategically significant. Observers

from several countries, including Azerbaijan, South

Africa, Oman, Kazakhstan, and the UAE, are monitoring

the exercises.

These drills are part of ongoing military cooperation

between the three nations, following similar exercises

in recent years. The timing coincides with ongoing

tensions between the U.S. and both Russia and Iran,

particularly regarding Tehran’s nuclear program and

the war in Ukraine. [SAN]

Japan, Mekong River Commission

strengthen cooperation in disaster

resilience in Lower Mekong basin

(dql) Japan and the Mekong River Commission (MRC)

have signed an agreement to enhance flood and

drought risk management in the Lower Mekong Basin,

covering Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam.

Formalized at a signing ceremony attended by MRC

CEO Busadee Santipitaks and Japanese Ambassador to

Laos Koizumi Tsutomu, the agreement includes a JPY

725,000,000 (approximately USD 4.8 million) grant

from Japan to support advanced monitoring,

forecasting, and response mechanisms as part of the

third phase of an ongoing project to strengthen

disaster resilience in the region. [Khmer Times]

Mongolia remains optimistic about Power

of Siberia 2 pipeline despite uncertainties

(fs) Mongolia continues to expect progress on the

Power of Siberia 2 gas pipeline, a major project that

would transport 50 billion cubic meters of Russian

natural gas annually to China via Mongolia, despite

geopolitical uncertainties affecting relations between

Beijing, Moscow, and Washington.

Speculation has grown that the project has stalled due

to China’s reluctance to increase its dependence on
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Russian energy. The pipeline was omitted from

Mongolia’s 2024-28 work program, and updates from

Russian and Chinese officials have been limited.

However, Mongolia’s First Deputy Prime Minister

Gantumur Luvsannyam reaffirmed that negotiations

were ongoing. He clarified that Mongolia’s exclusion of

the project from its work program was due to the need

for an agreement between China and Russia before

proceeding.

Luvsannyam emphasized that the delay was driven by

business negotiations between China National

Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and Russian suppliers,

rather than political disagreements.

Another gas pipeline connecting China and Russia, the

Power of Siberia 1, was already completed in

November 2024, delivering 38 billion cubic meters of

natural gas annually to northeast China. [SCMP]

North Korea lashes out against upcoming

South Korea-U.S. military drills, fires

missiles in retaliation

(kp) North Korea has denounced planned joint South

Korea-U.S. military exercises, accusing the allies of

provoking instability in the region. This comes in

response to a press conference on March 6 where

South Korea and the United States announced plans to

launch their annual Freedom Shield military exercise,

scheduled for March 10-21. The 11-day operation is

designed to strengthen combined defense capabilities

amid ongoing North Korean threats.

Pyongyang claimed that the exercise infringes on its

sovereignty and will escalate tensions on the Korean

Peninsula. It criticized the increased scale of the drills,

calling it a sign of Washington and Seoul’s "war frenzy"

and warning that it would soon trigger a “storm” that

worsens regional security. [United States Forces Korea]

[Korean Central News Agency]

On March 10, North Korea fired multiple close-range

ballistic missiles toward the Yellow Sea, coinciding with

the start of the Freedom Shield drills. While South

Korea’s military confirmed the launch and increased

readiness, Pyongyang’s state outlets remained silent

on the test, focusing instead on broad denunciations

of the joint exercises. U.S. and South Korean officials

reiterated that the drills are defensive in nature and

necessary to maintain deterrence amid ongoing

threats. [Yonhap News Agency 1] [U.S. Indo-Pacific

Command]
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In response to the missile launches, the U.S. Indo-

Pacific Command and the White House condemned

North Korea’s actions and reaffirmed their

commitment to the complete denuclearization of the

Korean Peninsula. Officials noted that the launches

posed no immediate threat to U.S. or allied territory

but called on North Korea to cease unlawful

provocations. The U.S. continues to consult closely with

South Korea, Japan, and other regional partners on

coordinated security measures. [Yonhap News Agency

2]

With 16 large-scale drills planned—up from 10 last

year—this year’s Freedom Shield marks a significant

expansion in allied training operations to include multi-

domain operations, live-fire drills, and interagency

coordination to strengthen interoperability between

allied forces.

According to South Korea’s Joint Chiefs of Staff, several

UN Command member states will also contribute

personnel and the Neutral National Supervisory

Commission (Sweden and Switzerland) will observe.

With approximately 19,000 South Korean troops

participating, the exercise will be the first major joint

drill since U.S. President Donald Trump returned to

office.

Pyongyang also issued a direct warning that the allies

would "pay a horrible price" for their "reckless war

drills," vowing to take the "toughest threatening

action" in response. The continued silence from North

Korean media on its missile activity, paired with

increasingly hostile rhetoric, suggests a strategic

messaging campaign aimed at portraying the South

Korea-U.S. alliance as the primary instigator of regional

tensions.[Yonhap News Agency 3][Yonhap News

Agency 4][Yonhap News Agency 5][The Korea Herald]

South Korea, ASEAN launch joint research

platform on economic policy

(kp) South Korea and the Association of Southeast

Asian Nations (ASEAN) have established a joint

research platform to enhance cooperation on

economic and trade policies. The ASEAN-ROK Think

Tank Dialogue on Economic and Trade Policy (AKTD)

held its inaugural meeting in Jakarta from March 6 to 7,

bringing together policy experts and research

institutions to advance multilateral cooperation.

The initiative was originally proposed by South Korea

during the ASEAN-ROK Summit in October 2024, where

both sides agreed to upgrade their relationship to a

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-dyh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-dyh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-dyk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-dyu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-dyu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-djl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-djr/


comprehensive strategic partnership. The AKTD aims

to serve as a platform for public-private cooperation

on economic policy research, focusing on enhancing

ASEAN’s policymaking capacity and regional economic

development. South Korea’s trade ministry expressed

confidence that the platform will serve as a long-term

policy hub. Additional discussions were also held with

Indonesia on joint efforts to address global oversupply

and other economic challenges.

In addition to the AKTD kickoff, South Korea

inaugurated the Korea-Southeast Asia Policy

Cooperation Center in Jakarta to support research and

business expansion in the region. The center will

facilitate dialogue among governments, businesses,

and academia, helping align ASEAN industrial policies

with the needs of Korean enterprises. Discussions

were also held with Indonesia’s Coordinating Ministry

for Economic Affairs to explore cooperation on supply

chains, high-tech industries, and investment, with both

sides agreeing to reconvene the Korea-Indonesia

Economic Cooperation Committee. [Yonhap News

Agency][Ministry of Trade, Industry, and Energy,

Republic of Korea]

South Korea, EU deepen cooperation in

space and digital trade

(dql) South Korea and the European Union (EU) held

their first bilateral dialogue on space security, focusing

on joint responses to space threats. The talks took

place on March 11 in Brussels, with Youn Jong Kwon,

Director-General of South Korea's Ministry of Foreign

Affairs International Security Bureau, meeting with EU

Special Envoy for Space Marjolijn Van Deelen.

Both sides agreed to share threat assessments and

collaborate on developing space security rules. They

also decided to hold regular dialogues and explore

specific cooperation measures.

The dialogue follows a security and defense

partnership agreement signed in November 2024

between South Korean Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul

and EU High Representative Josep Borrell. [Korea.net]

Meanwhile, Seoul and Brussel concluded negotiations

on a landmark Digital Trade Agreement (DTA),

establishing a robust partnership to address the fast-

evolving digital landscape. EU Trade Commissioner

Maros Sefcovic announced the agreement after a

meeting with Korean Trade Minister Cheong In-kyo.

[EU Commission]
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The DTA sets binding rules to build consumer trust,

ensure business predictability, and facilitate trusted

data flows while removing unjustified barriers to digital

trade. It prioritizes individual rights in digital and data

rules, ensuring both the EU and South Korea can

address new challenges in the digital economy. Key

provisions cover cross-border data flows, privacy

protection, electronic contracts, source code

protection, and regulatory cooperation on digital trade.

The agreement also aims to boost digital trade in

goods and services by providing legal certainty for

European businesses in Korea. It recognizes electronic

contracts and signatures, streamlining transactions for

European companies. Consumers in both regions will

benefit from enhanced protections and measures

against unsolicited communications.

Additionally, the EU and South Korea agreed to deepen

their 2010 Free Trade Agreement (FTA) by creating a

new committee to address emerging trade issues,

including economic security, overcapacity, and supply

chain resilience. [EUbusiness]

Reflecting South Korea’s confidence in the EU's tech

and e-commerce regulations, the agreement comes as

U.S. President Donald Trump may soon target the EU’s

digital rulebook in a potential trade conflict. A

Commission source emphasized the political

significance of the deal, highlighting the EU’s efforts to

diversify trade amid growing tensions with the U.S.

[POLITICO]

Taiwan delegation attends APEC Ocean

fisheries meeting

(na) A delegation from Taiwan’s Ministry of Agriculture

participated in the 24th Oceans and Fisheries Working

Group conference of the Asia-Pacific Economic

Cooperation on February 27-28 in Gyeongju City, South

Korea, as reported by the Ocean Affairs Council.

The OAC announced that it has successfully obtained

financial backing from APEC to host a workshop later

this year in Taiwan focused on enhancing the ability to

include coastal blue carbon ecosystems into climate

policies, thereby promoting sustainable and green

economic growth in the area. [Taiwan News]

Canada pledges USD 272.1 million for

Indo-Pacific as USAID cuts funding
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(lm) Canada has announced USD 272.1 million in

development funding the broader Indo-Pacific region,

reinforcing its commitment to sustainable

development and international cooperation amid

major cuts in U.S. aid under the Trump administration.

Canadian Minister of International Development

Ahmed Hussen made the announcement alongside

Member of Parliament Parm Bains during a meeting

with the Bangladeshi community in Vancouver. Hussen

emphasized Canada’s commitment to strengthening

ties with Bangladesh and the Indo-Pacific, particularly

in healthcare, women's empowerment, and climate

action. He cited his recent visit to Bangladesh, where

he observed Canada’s support in action through

projects that provide humanitarian aid and maternal

healthcare.

The funding, administered through Global Affairs

Canada, will prioritize gender equality, sexual and

reproductive health rights, and inclusive education and

workforce training. The projects align with Canada's

Feminist International Assistance Policy, which seeks to

empower women and girls worldwide. Additionally,

Canada's aid will support climate action through

nature-based solutions, green innovations, and

improved disaster preparedness. These initiatives aim

to improve living standards across the Indo-Pacific and

contribute to global poverty reduction. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh’s interim leader Yunus set for

visits to China and Japan to strengthen

ties

(lm) Bangladesh’s interim leader, Chief Advisor

Muhammad Yunus, is planning visits to China and

Japan in the coming months as part of his global

outreach and efforts to strengthen bilateral relations.

Yunus is expected to depart for China on March 26,

after attending the Independence Day celebrations.

During his visit, he will hold a bilateral meeting with

Chinese President Xi Jinping in Beijing on March 28,

following an invitation extended by the Chinese

leadership in August 2024.

Before arriving in Beijing, Yunus will attend the Boao

Forum for Asia (BFA) Annual Conference 2025 from

March 25 to 28 in Boao, Hainan Province, China. This

year’s forum will focus on development and promoting

international cooperation, with the theme "Asia in the

changing World: Towards a shared Future."

Following his China visit, Yunus is scheduled to visit

Japan in May. He has been invited by Japanese
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Parliamentary Vice-Minister for Foreign Affairs Ikuina

Akiko to attend the Nikkei 30th Future of Asia event on

May 29-30 in Tokyo. In addition, he is expected to

attend the Osaka Expo 2025 and meet with Japanese

Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba to further bolster ties

between Bangladesh and Japan. [The Daily Star]

India, world’s largest rice exporter lifts

ban on 100 percent broken rice

(lm/ed) India, the world's largest rice exporter, has

lifted the ban on the export of 100 percent broken rice,

a move aimed at reducing the growing domestic

stockpile. The ban, initially imposed in September 2022

due to concerns over lower rice production caused by

El Niño-induced weaker monsoons, was reversed on

March 7, following a surplus rainfall in 2024 that led to

a bumper rice harvest.

The Directorate General of Foreign Trade (DGFT)

amended the export policy, shifting broken rice from

the "Prohibited" to the "Free" category. The decision is

expected to allow India to ship over two million tons of

broken rice to international markets, potentially

lowering global rice prices. The move could provide

lower-cost rice to poorer African nations and benefit

Asian animal feed and ethanol producers.

The lifting of the export restriction comes after India’s

rice inventories surged to a record high in February

2025, nearly nine times the government's target. [The

Daily Star]

Meanwhile, Thailand, the world’s second-largest rice

exporter, faces challenges from India’s resumed rice

exports, with a projected 24 percent reduction in its

own rice exports this year. In response to a sharp

decline in rice prices, which has impacted farmers'

incomes, Thailand's Commerce Minister Pichai

Naripthaphan is seeking collaboration with India and

Vietnam to stabilize rice prices. On March 6, the

minister expressed his aim to create a balance in rice

prices between the three countries to reduce market

competition. Thailand’s rice prices have fallen over 30

percent year-on-year, with the cost of paddly rice

dropping to around 8,600 THB (USD 254) per ton in

February.

As part of efforts to address the issue, the Thai

government has signed a document instructing the

central bank to provide loans to companies for rice

stockpiling, while ministerial discussions with India and

Vietnam are expected soon to manage the impact of

falling prices. [The Nation]
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India and EU commence tenth round of

free trade talks

(lm) India and the 27-member European Union (EU)

started the tenth round of negotiations for a proposed

free trade agreement (FTA) on March 10 in Brussels,

aiming to finalize the deal by the end of 2025. This

follows recent discussions in New Delhi between

India's leadership and European Commission President

Ursula von der Leyen, where both sides reaffirmed

their commitment to deepening economic and

strategic ties [see AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1]. [The

Hindu]

Negotiations, which resumed in 2021 after an eight-

year hiatus, have been delayed by disagreements over

tariffs on European exports such as automobiles,

whiskey, and wine, as well as India’s push for eased

visa restrictions for professionals and greater market

access for pharmaceuticals and chemicals. The EU also

seeks reductions in India’s high import duties on

European wines and luxury cars, which currently stand

at 150 percent and 100-125 percent, respectively.

Beyond trade, the EU views India as a key partner in

diversifying global economic alliances amid U.S. tariff

threats and China’s increasing economic dominance.

The EU has already strengthened partnerships with

Japan, Latin America, and Gulf states, but India’s

rapidly growing economy and industrial expansion

make it an attractive partner.

Bilateral trade between India and the EU surpassed

USD 130 billion in 2023-24, with a 90 percent increase

over the past decade. The EU is India’s largest trading

partner, and over 6,000 European companies operate

in India, highlighting deep economic engagement.

However, regulatory barriers remain a challenge,

including agricultural tariffs, labor standards, and

environmental regulations like the EU’s Carbon Border

Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM).

The second India-EU Trade and Technology Council

(TTC) meeting, held in New Delhi on February 28,

focused on clean energy, cybersecurity, and digital

technology. Both sides discussed strengthening supply

chains, improving sustainability, and collaborating on

defense production—an area where Indian firms are

expanding their role in military manufacturing.
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UNDP and China strengthen disaster

resilience in Nepalese schools

(lm) A joint initiative between the United Nations

Development Programme (UNDP) and China has

enhanced disaster preparedness and educational

resilience in 32 community schools in Nepal’s Madhesh

Province, benefiting 18,000 students and 7,500 families

from marginalized and disaster-vulnerable groups.

The USD 1.55 million "Support to Schools and

Communities in Remote Areas for Pandemic

Prevention and Green Recovery (SSPP-GR)" project

aimed to ensure uninterrupted education during

pandemics and crises while improving water,

sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) facilities, classroom

environments, and disaster preparedness measures.

[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal’s Sagarmatha Sambad to host up to

200 foreign delegates

(lm) Nepal’s government is preparing to host the first

edition of the Sagarmatha Sambad, a major climate

forum, from May 16 to 18, 2025, in Kathmandu. The

forum will focus on "Climate Change, Mountains, and

the Future of Humanity" and is expected to invite

between 160 and 200 foreign delegates, including

heads of state, government officials, experts, and

representatives from multilateral organizations.

Invitations are being sent to various stakeholders,

including climate experts, policymakers, and influential

figures in the field of environmental sustainability.

The event is seen as part of Nepal's broader strategy to

establish itself as a key player in the global dialogue on

climate change and to advocate for the inclusion of

mountainous countries in the UN Framework

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) discussions.

The first edition of the forum was initially announced

by Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli's government in 2019

but was postponed due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The government is also in discussions with Indian

Prime Minister Narendra Modi, hoping to extend an

invitation to him during the upcoming BIMSTEC

summit in April 2025. The forum is expected to include

15 sessions with 90 experts and policymakers, covering

issues such as climate justice, climate finance, and

global cooperation on preserving mountains. [The

Kathmandu Post]
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Pakistan and IMF begin policy-level talks

for USD 1 billion tranche; China rolls over

USD 2 billion loan

(afk/mra/Im) Pakistan and the International Monetary

Fund (IMF) have begun discussions for the next

tranche of the USD 7 billion loan program, focusing on

new taxation proposals, energy sector reforms, and

debt reduction strategies. The review process, which

began on March 10, is set to continue until March 14.

The IMF delegation is assessing Pakistan’s progress in

implementing the economic reforms required under

the program’s terms. Among the proposals under

review are a surcharge of PKR 2.80 (approximately USD

0.01) per unit on electricity bills, carbon taxes on petrol

and diesel vehicles, and levies on coal-powered plants.

The discussions also include tax reforms related to

electric vehicles.

The IMF has urged Pakistan to expand its revenue base

and is pushing for short-term plans on the

privatization of state-owned enterprises. Pakistan is

also working to reduce circular debt in the power

sector and strengthen its fiscal policies. [The Business

Recorder]

In addition, the government has presented a proposal

to revise electricity tariffs for solar panel owners using

net metering, which includes purchasing surplus

electricity at a significantly reduced rate, from PKR 27

(USD 0.09) per unit to approximately PKR 10 (USD 0.03)

per unit. [The Express Tribune]

The IMF has specifically called on Pakistan to address

its growing circular debt, which is expected to rise

further in fiscal year 2025-26. Pakistan plans to reduce

circular debt by USD 4.5 billion, with USD 1.1 billion

likely to be paid. The strategy involves borrowing USD

4.5 billion from banks and waiving up to USD 2.1 billion

in late payment charges. However, over the last six

months, Pakistan’s circular debt stock has decreased

by USD 35 million, and officials expect a significant

increase as power demand rises.

Separately, the federal government has decided not to

introduce a mini-budget for fiscal year 2024-25, opting

for an alternate approach to address a USD 2.1 billion

shortage. This approach involves expediting the

settlement of ongoing tax-related issues, with full

support from Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif and Chief

Justice of Pakistan Yahya Afridi. [Pakistan Observer]

[The Nation]

The IMF has also rejected Pakistan’s request to reduce

General Sales Tax on electricity bills and extend the
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winter relief package, complicating economic relief

efforts. Discussions continue managing circular debt

and potential tax relief for various sectors, pending IMF

approval. [The Express Tribune]

Meanwhile, China has rolled over a USD 2 billion loan

to Pakistan for one year, as confirmed by an adviser to

Pakistan’s finance minister on March 8. Debt rollover

commitments from China, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE

were pivotal in securing last year’s IMF bailout, which

helped stabilize Pakistan’s economy. [Arab News]

Pakistan accuses Afghanistan of

complicity in TTP attacks as group

emerges as fastest-growing terror outlet

(tj/lm) Pakistan’s United Nations Ambassador Munir

Akram has stated that Islamabad possesses evidence

showing Afghanistan’s complicity in cross-border

militant attacks by the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan

(TTP), which has emerged as the fastest-growing

terrorist organization globally. Akram accused the

Afghan Taliban, which controls Afghanistan, of allowing

the TTP to operate from Afghan territory, launching

attacks against Pakistani soldiers, civilians, and

government institutions. The TTP, which is closely

allied with Al-Qaeda, has used Afghanistan as a safe

haven to expand its operations across the Pakistan-

Afghanistan border.

The Global Terrorism Index (GTI) 2025 ranks Pakistan

as the second most-affected country by terrorism, with

the TTP being responsible for 558 deaths in 2024

alone. TTP's rise in influence has been fueled by the

Taliban's takeover of Afghanistan, which has allowed it

to escalate its attacks on Pakistan. According to the GTI

report, the TTP saw a 90 percent increase in fatalities

linked to its attacks, contributing to a sharp 45 percent

rise in terrorism-related deaths in Pakistan from 2023

to 2024. [The Express Tribune]

TTP's resurgence is linked to its expanding cooperation

with other militant groups like the Baloch Liberation

Army (BLA), which has targeted Chinese interests in

Pakistan. The TTP's growing power in Afghanistan has

raised concerns about the group's potential to

destabilize the region and the world. Thus, Akram

warned that the TTP could pose a global threat given

its links to Al-Qaeda and its growing network of

regional terrorist groups. [Arab News 1]

In related updates, the U.S. Department of State has

issued a Level 3 travel advisory urging its citizens to

reconsider travel to Pakistan due to terrorism and the
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potential for armed conflict. The advisory places

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP), Balochistan, and areas near

the Line of Control (LoC) under a Level 4 "Do Not

Travel" warning due to persistent security threats.

[Arab News 2]

Pakistan strengthens ties with Muslim

states at OIC conference on Palestine

(afk) Mohammad Ishaq Dar, Deputy Prime Minister

and Foreign Minister, met with Bangladesh's Advisor

for Foreign Affairs, Md. Touhid Hossain, and Turkey's

Foreign Minister, Hakan Fidan, on the margins of the

OIC Council of Foreign Ministers meeting in Jeddah.

During his visit with Bangladesh, both parties

expressed their delight with the increasing bilateral

relations and pledged to further cooperation in

economic and cultural exchanges.

During meetings with Turkey's foreign minister, Dar

reviewed global trends and reiterated promises to

develop bilateral ties, building on the momentum from

the Turkish president's recent trip to Pakistan.

[Associated Press of Pakistan 1] [Associated Press of

Pakistan 2]

On the sidelines of OIC conference, Pakistan and Egypt

have agreed to enhance political, defense, cultural, and

economic ties, as well as people-to-people exchanges,

during a meeting between Pakistan’s Deputy Prime

Minister Ishaq Dar and Egypt’s Foreign Minister Badr

Abdelatty. Both sides expressed satisfaction with the

growing bilateral relationship, emphasizing their

shared beliefs and cultural ties. They also discussed

regional and global concerns, particularly the Israeli

violence in the West Bank and Gaza, and reaffirmed

their opposition to the forced displacement of

Palestinians. The officials agreed that a lasting

resolution to the conflict requires the creation of a

viable Palestinian state based on pre-June 1967

borders, with Al-Quds Al-Sharif as its capital. Dar

acknowledged Egypt’s role in delivering humanitarian

aid to Palestinians and mediating a temporary

ceasefire. He also invited Abdelatty to visit Pakistan.

[Arab News]

Seychelles: New leadership announced for

Development Bank of Seychelles

(db) On March 6, the Office of the President released

the names of the newly appointed board of directors
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for the Development Bank of Seychelles (DBS). Leading

the board will be Dick Labonte, appointed as

Chairperson. Ashwin Bhanderi will serve as Deputy

Chairperson. The full roster of board members

includes Jean Preira, who also holds the position of

Managing Director and serves as an ex-officio member;

Philippa Samson, Lisa Lautoy, Paul Savy, Julie Low

Thion, and May Paule Rabat. [Office of the President of

the Republic of Seychelles]

Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Manet

outlines foreign policy priorities

(dql) At the recent closing ceremony of Cambodia's

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International

Cooperation (MFAIC) Annual Review Conference, Prime

Minister Hun Manet outlined six key priorities for the

country’s foreign policy.

He called for strengthening bilateral relations and

expanding partnerships across political, security,

economic, and socio-cultural areas with neighboring

countries and for active participation in global

governance, supporting UN peacekeeping. He stressed

the importance of promoting unity within ASEAN and

maintaining its central role in regional stability, conflict

resolution, and the realization of the ASEAN

Community Vision 2045. On economic and cultural

diplomacy he urged to broaden Cambodia’s global

presence by increasing trade, foreign investment,

tourism, and leveraging its cultural heritage to enhance

national image and economic growth. With regards to

public diplomacy the prime minster called for

strengthening efforts to combat misinformation and

safeguard Cambodia’s positive image and national

interests internationally. Lastly, he emphazised the

need to improve the efficiency and professionalism of

Cambodia’s foreign service through institutional

reforms. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International

Cooperation, Cambodia] [Khmer Times]

Addressing the issue of scam centers that have

damaged Cambodia’s reputation, he acknowledged

that while some allegations are overstated, the

government must respond decisively, proposing that

foreign perpetrators involved in such activities should

be prosecuted before deportation. [Cambodianess]

Indonesia endorses Cairo Declaration on

Gaza reconstruction
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(dql) Indonesia has expressed support for the Cairo

Declaration from last week’s Arab Summit, which

focuses on rebuilding Gaza.

Although Indonesia did not participate in the Arab

Summit, Indonesia’s foreign ministry emphasized that

the principles of the Cairo Declaration align with

Indonesia's stance.

The Cairo Declaration includes a commitment to Gaza’s

reconstruction, rejects the forced displacement of

Palestinians, and condemns Israel's blockade of

humanitarian aid. Indonesia reaffirmed its intention to

participate in international efforts to support Gaza's

recovery. [Antara]

Indonesia’s Navy pledges enhancing

regional cooperation at Ottawa security

conference

(aar) The Indonesian Navy is strengthening its combat

capabilities and expanding military cooperation to

safeguard maritime security in the Indo-Pacific,

according to Chief of Staff Admiral Muhammad Ali.

Speaking at the Ottawa Conference on Security and

Defense, he highlighted ongoing threats such as piracy,

illegal fishing, human trafficking, and drug smuggling in

the region.

To address these challenges, the Navy is focused on

modernizing its fleet, improving combat readiness, and

enhancing maritime law enforcement. Additionally,

Indonesia is deepening strategic partnerships with

foreign military forces to bolster regional security and

stability.

The annually held conference serves as a platform that

brings together international leaders, policymakers,

defense experts, and academics to discuss global

security issues, defense strategies, and military

cooperation. reinforcing Indonesia’s commitment to

safeguarding its maritime sovereignty while

strengthening bilateral and multilateral ties in the

Indo-Pacific. [Antara]

SOCA retreat focuses on ASCC strategy

and Malaysia’s ASEAN priorities

(ga) The Senior Officials Committee for the ASEAN

Socio-Cultural Community (SOCA) Retreat was held on

March 4 in Johor, focusing on endorsing the ASEAN
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Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) Strategic Plan, set for

adoption at the 46th ASEAN Summit in May. The

retreat was attended by officials from all ASEAN

member states, with Vietnam participating virtually,

and Timor Leste joining as an observer.

A Special SOCA Meeting outlined five key priority areas:

arts and culture, health, youth and sports, artificial

intelligence and digitalization, as well as green jobs and

climate action. The meeting also reviewed the End-

Term Review of the ASCC Blueprint 2025 and endorsed

draft Rules of Procedures for ASCC Secondment

Officers.

The Malaysian Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture

(MOTAC) Secretary-General Roslan Abdul Rahman

highlighted ASCC’s commitment to improving the

quality of life through people-centered initiatives,

regional cooperation, and sustainable development.

The ASCC Strategic Plan aims to enhance cultural

preservation, youth development, technological

advancements, environmental sustainability, and social

cohesion.

Key ASCC programs under MOTAC include the ASEAN-

UK Symposium on the ASEAN Creative Economy

Sustainability Framework, the ASEAN-Korea Music

Festival (ROUND 2025), the Melaka Declaration on

Cultural Heritage Value Creation Workshop, and the

Best of ASEAN Performing Arts (BoAPA) 2025.

[Bernama 1] [Bernama 2]

Funding shortfalls force food ration cuts

for Rohingya refugees fleeing Myanmar

(nf) The United Nations World Food Programme (WFP)

announced that it will cut food rations for nearly 1

million Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh by half from

next month due to drastically low funding levels.

Monthly food vouchers will be slashed from USD 12.50

to just USD 6 per person, adding hardship to the

stateless refugees who stay in densely populated

camps after escaping the Myanmar military crackdown

in 2017.

Successive aid cuts have added to malnutrition and

living conditions in the camps, where refugees are

barred from working and live on humanitarian

assistance. Despite ongoing efforts, aid agencies have

secured only half of the USD 852 million required to

support the Rohingya population. Although the United

States remains a donor, a heightened funding deficit

has affected multiple sources of support.
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Bangladesh's refugee commissioner will discuss the

cuts with community leaders in talks, while UN

Secretary-General Antonio Guterres will visit the camps

during Ramadan. With little hope of repatriation or

resettlement, the Rohingya have increasingly

embarked on dangerous sea journeys in the quest of a

better life. [Irrawaddy]

Justice for Myanmar calls for investigation

into UN's Myanmar Special Envoy

(hw) Human rights organization Justice for Myanmar

(JFM) has called for an investigation into United

Nations Special Envoy for Myanmar Julie Bishop, who

was appointed to the position in April 2024. On March

9, JFM raised concerns about Bishop’s role as a

strategic advisor for Energy Transition Minerals (ETM),

arguing that this position involves advising Chinese

firms engaged in uranium and rare earth extraction—

activities that also extend to Myanmar. JFM cited an

initial report by The Saturday Paper as the basis for its

claims.

As a result, JFM has questioned whether Bishop can

effectively fulfill her mandate to achieve peace in

Myanmar. The organization is demanding that United

Nations Secretary-General António Guterres

investigate potential conflicts of interest related to her

advisory role.

JFM also highlighted that a natural resource extraction

project in Kvanefjeld, southwestern Greenland, is

facing strong opposition from local communities. One

of the firms involved in the project is Shenghe

Resources, a Chinese state-owned company that holds

a board position at ETM. [Justice for Myanmar]

Singapore set to buy carbon credits via

carbon trading with Bhutan, Papua New

Guinea, Ghana

(rt) Singapore is set to launch a request for proposals

later in 2025 to procure eligible carbon credits to help

offset its greenhouse gas emissions. This

announcement was made by Second Minister for

Trade and Industry (MTI) Tan See Leng in Parliament

on March 6. The initiative follows a recent bilateral

carbon trading agreement with Bhutan, finalized on

February 28, marking the third such deal Singapore

has secured, following agreements with Papua New

Guinea and Ghana.
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These bilateral agreements, known as implementation

agreements, will allow Singapore to purchase carbon

credits from projects in the three countries, supporting

its climate targets under the Paris Agreement. As a

country with limited renewable energy resources,

Singapore faces challenges in decarbonizing on its

own, making the purchase of carbon credits an

alternative pathway to reduce its carbon footprint.

According to the biennial transparency report,

Singapore's emissions in 2025 are expected to reach

62.21 million tons. However, by using eligible carbon

credits, this figure could be reduced to 59.7 million

tons. In comparison, Singapore's total emissions for

2022 were 58.59 million tons. Singapore aims to lower

its emissions to between 45 and 50 million tons by

2035. [The Straits Times] [Business Times]

Singapore’s top diplomat highlights US as

critical partner to city state and ASEAN

(rt) Singapore's Foreign Affairs Minister, Vivian

Balakrishnan, emphasized in Parliament on March 6

that the United States' presence in Southeast Asia has

been pivotal in maintaining peace, stability, and

prosperity in the region for many decades. He affirmed

Singapore’s commitment to highlighting the mutually

beneficial interactions between ASEAN and the US,

ensuring continued regional prosperity.

Dr. Balakrishnan also pointed out that the US remains

a critical partner for both Singapore and ASEAN, citing

its role as the largest foreign investor in Southeast Asia

by a wide margin, as well as the region’s second-largest

trading partner. He underscored that ASEAN’s rapidly

growing economies offer significant opportunities for

American companies.

He further emphasized the strategic importance of the

region, noting that one-third of global trade flows

through its key shipping lanes. Thus, the US’ presence

—both economically and from a defense perspective—

has been essential in maintaining stability and opening

up opportunities in Southeast Asia.

In 2019, trade between the US and the region

amounted to USD 294.6 billion, and ASEAN is on track

to become the world’s fourth-largest economy by 2030.

Southeast Asia also supports over 600,000 jobs in the

US.

In the first telephone conversation between Dr.

Balakrishnan and US Secretary of State Marco Rubio

on March 5, both reaffirmed the longstanding
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relationship between Singapore and the US,

particularly in areas of economy and defense. They

discussed maintaining peace and stability in the South

China Sea, as well as potential collaborations in fields

like energy and emerging technologies. They also

addressed regional and global challenges and

opportunities. Dr. Balakrishnan encouraged the US to

further deepen its economic engagement with

Southeast Asia and strengthen its cooperation with

ASEAN. [The Straits Times 1] [The Straits Times 2]

EU sanctions second Singaporean firm

over alleged links to Russian military

(rt) Splendent Technologies, a Singapore

headquartered wholesale dealer of electronic

components, has been sanctioned by the European

Union over its alleged links to Russia’s invasion of

Ukraine. Splendent Technologies is part of multiple

firms sanctioned by the EU for supporting Moscow’s

defence and security sector by contributing to the

technological enhancement of Moscow’s defence and

security sector with dual-use goods and technology.

Splendent Technologies has since suspended

quotation and business with Russia. 

The first Singaporean firm sanctioned by the EU was

Deflog Technologies in 2023, a company dealing in

security and optical products, including night vision

goggles. [The Straits Times]

Thailand to host IMF and World Bank

Annual Meetings in 2026, marking 35th

anniversary

(bk) Thailand is preparing to host the International

Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank Annual Meetings

in October 2026. The 2026 event will mark the 35th

anniversary of Thailand’s previous hosting in 1991. IMF

Managing Director Kristalina Georgieva recently met

with Sethaput Suthiwartnarueput, the Governor of the

Bank of Thailand, in Al-Ula, Saudi Arabia, to discuss

preparations for the event. The IMF is collaborating

closely with Thai authorities to ensure the event's

success, highlighting the dynamic economic growth of

the Southeast Asian region and presenting Thailand as

a key player in global economic discussions. [The

Nation]
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Cobra Gold 2025 multilateral military

exercise officially begins

(hrs) The Cobra Hold military exercise is co-hosted

annually by Royal Thai Armed Forces and US Indo-

Pacific Command. It is one of the oldest and largest

multinational military exercises in Southeast Asia, with

2025 marking the 44th iteration of the exercise,

participated by seven nations: Thailand, the United

States, Singapore, Indonesia, Japan, the Republic of

Korea, and Malaysia. Additionally, China and India are

participating in a humanitarian assistance programme.

Meanwhile, Australia is joining the exercise in the

command and control (C2) segment.

Furthermore, 10 countries are participating as part of

the Multinational Planning Augmentation Team

(MPAT), while another 10 countries are joining as

observer nations, bringing the total number of

participating countries to 30, with more than 8,194

personnel involved.

Cobra Gold 2025 consists of three main components.

The Command and Control Exercise (C2X) takes place

from February 24 to March 7, focusing on staff-level

training following a multilateral military decision-

making process. This year, to keep up with new

technology trends and ensuring effective training for

emerging threats, the exercise will introduce new

dimensions related to cyber and space operations.

The Humanitarian Civic Assistance (HCA) programme

took place from February 6 to March 7, focusing on the

construction of five multi-purpose buildings in areas

under the 1st and 2nd Army Regions.

It also includes humanitarian assistance and disaster

relief (HADR) training, with the aim of improving

preparedness for natural disasters and emergency

situations. The field exercises will simulate real-life

scenarios such as collapsed building rescues, water

rescues, firefighting, and hazardous-material

management.

The Field Training Exercise (FTX) conducted from

February 24 to March 7 involves more complex and

realistic joint and combined operations. It will be based

on the combined joint all domain operations (CJADO)

concept, a strategic approach integrating operations

across all domains.

The training will utilize an All-Domain Effects

Coordination Centre (ADECC) to link sensor systems

and unit tracking, along with simulation technologies

to create real-time operational scenarios. [The Nation]
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Thailand shares approach to call center

crime crackdown at MWC25

(hrs) Pachara Naripthaphan, Advisor to the Chairman

of the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications

Commission (NBTC), presented Thailand’s successful

model for dismantling call center crime networks at

MWC25, during a high-level Ministerial Roundtable

attended by leaders from Singapore, India, and

Indonesia. The roundtable discussion, themed

“Breaking Silos and Advancing a Whole-Government

Approach,” focused on improving inter-agency

cooperation in the fight against cybercrime and digital

fraud.

MWC25 is an annual event where leaders in policy,

technology, government and startups gather to set the

agenda for the year ahead, discussing topics on the

intersection of social policy, business leadership and

tech development. [MWC Barcelona]

Pachara emphasized the importance of cross-border

collaboration to tackle the global threat posed by call

center gangs, which disproportionately target

vulnerable populations, such as the elderly, with

fraudulent financial scams. He discussed the

challenges of fragmented information and the lack of

unified communication mechanisms that hinder efforts

to address this transnational crime.

He also showcased Thailand's success in tackling call

center crimes through inter-agency collaboration. The

NBTC has played a leading role in coordinating efforts

among various Thai agencies, including the Ministry of

Digital Economy and Society (DES), the Anti-Online

Scam Operation Centre (AOC), the Anti-Money

Laundering Office, the Bank of Thailand, the Cyber

Police Bureau, and the Central Investigation Bureau.

Pachara highlighted international collaboration,

specifically Thailand's assistance with rescuing victims

in the Philippines and using open-source intelligence

(OSINT) to track and dismantle cybercrime operations.

Pachara concluded by advocating for the

establishment of a global “SuperBody” to improve

international information-sharing and strengthen the

fight against online fraud. He stressed that the global

nature of the crime requires global cooperation.

[Bangkok Post]
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Thailand and EU hail progress on free

trade talks; Bangkok defends BRICS

membership

(ed/hrs) Thailand and the European Union (EU)

announced significant progress in their Free Trade

Agreement (FTA) negotiations, with two chapters –

regulatory practices and transparency – already

finalized. Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra

expressed hopes for the FTA to be signed by the end of

2025.

The talks, hosted by Thai trade representative Nalinee

Taveesin and Renita Bhaskar, head of trade and

economic affairs at the EU delegation, underscored

their growing trade relationship. The EU, the world’s

second-largest economy, is a key market for Thailand,

with bilateral trade reaching USD 43.5 billion in 2024,

accounting for 7.17 percent of Thailand’s total trade

volume.

The FTA is expected to enhance Thailand's

competitiveness in the European market, especially

after losing its Generalized Scheme of Preferences

(GSP) privileges in 2015. This agreement will boost

Thailand’s GDP by up to 1.63 percent, raise exports by

3.43 percent, and increase investment by 2.74 percent

annually. Additionally, the talks included discussions

on workforce development, environmental initiatives,

and Thailand’s aspirations to join the Organisation for

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). [The

Nation]

In related updates, Thailand’s participation in the

BRICS group is being defended by Foreign Minister

Maris Sangiampongsa. He emphasized that the

membership, which officially began on January 1,

brings substantial benefits in areas like artificial

intelligence, cybersecurity, and energy security. The

partnership will also help Thailand address geopolitical

challenges alongside other developing nations.

Sangiampongsa also highlighted Thailand’s active

participation in other frameworks, such as the Indo-

Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF), Greater Mekong

Subregion (GMS), and APEC, reinforcing its

commitment to international cooperation. [Bangkok

Post]

Report claims Vietnamese purchase of

Israeli satellites to monitor China in South

China Sea
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Vietnam has reportedly secured a USD 680 million deal

with Israel Aerospace Industries (IAI) to acquire two

surveillance satellites, according to Israeli media. The

deal, if finalized, would provide optical and radar

imaging capabilities, allowing Vietnam to monitor

China’s activities in the South China Sea.

The Vietnamese military intelligence agency, General

Department II, is believed to be the client. However,

sources suggest that competing bids from France’s

Thales and U.S.-based Lockheed Martin could still

affect the final agreement.

Vietnam has been expanding its defense cooperation

with Israel, purchasing air defense systems, drones,

and radar equipment worth USD 2 billion in recent

years. The shift reflects Hanoi’s ongoing efforts to

diversify its military procurement away from Russia, its

traditional arms supplier. [Radio Free Asia]

Vietnam’s Party General Secretary makes

historic visit to ASEAN Secretariat

(lm/hn) Vietnam’s Party General Secretary To Lam,

accompanied by his spouse and a high-ranking

Vietnamese delegation, visited the ASEAN Secretariat

in Jakarta, Indonesia, on March 10. This historic visit

marks the first time a Vietnamese Party chief has

visited the Secretariat.

During his visit, Lam reaffirmed Vietnam’s strong

commitment to ASEAN, emphasizing the country's

contributions over the past 30 years since joining the

organization. He highlighted the importance of ASEAN

unity in overcoming global challenges and advancing

the region's development.

Lam praised the ASEAN Secretariat and the Committee

of Permanent Representatives (CPR) for their efforts in

fostering regional cooperation and stressed the need

for continued coordination to achieve ASEAN’s long-

term goals for 2025 and 2045.

Secretary-General Kao Kim Hourn welcomed Lam’s

visit, recognizing Vietnam’s vital role in ASEAN. He

expressed hope that Vietnam would continue to play a

leadership role within the organization, especially as

ASEAN nears the 30th anniversary of Vietnam’s

accession. [Viet Nam News 1] [Viet Nam News 2]

EU criticizes rights abuses in Vietnam,

calls for release of activists
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(lm) The European Union has voiced deep concern

over Vietnam’s crackdown on human rights defenders,

labor activists, and environmental experts, urging

Hanoi to release those imprisoned for peaceful

activism. Speaking at the UN Human Rights Council

(UNHRC) session in Geneva, the EU delegation also

called on Vietnam to protect fundamental freedoms,

allow independent labor unions, and abolish the death

penalty.

Despite Vietnam’s commitments under the EU-Vietnam

Free Trade Agreement, human rights groups argue

that Hanoi has failed to uphold its pledges. A complaint

filed with the European Commission lists cases of

imprisoned activists, including journalists and lawyers.

Meanwhile, Vietnam, currently serving a term on the

UNHRC, is seeking re-election for 2026-2028, despite

ongoing international criticism of its human rights

record. [Radio Free Asia]

China launches medical cooperation

initiative, opens visa access for

Bangladeshi patients

(ij) On March 10, a group of 14 Bangladeshi patients,

along with their family members, doctors, and

journalists, departed for China as part of a new

medical cooperation initiative. This initiative, which

aims to improve access to advanced medical

treatments, is the first step in an expanded

collaboration between Bangladesh and China. The

patients will receive treatment at top hospitals in

China’s Yunnan province, including the First People’s

Hospital of Yunnan Province and Yunnan Cancer

Hospital.

Chinese Ambassador Yao Wen emphasized that there

are no visa restrictions for Bangladeshi citizens, with

the embassy simplifying the visa application process

and providing dedicated assistance to patients. The

initiative will also include a system to issue visas

efficiently and reduce costs associated with travel.

The delegation’s visit is seen as a concrete step to

address the health concerns of the Bangladeshi

people, with the potential to expand the program to

include more hospitals and cities in China in the future.

This move is part of broader diplomatic efforts

between Bangladesh and China, coinciding with the

50th anniversary of their diplomatic relations, and

reflects a deepening of people-to-people exchanges

and cooperation in the healthcare sector. [The

Business Standard]
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Bangladesh revises terms of Indian Line of

Credit, cuts project pipeline

(zh) Bangladesh has initiated a re-evaluation of its lines

of credit (LoC) with India, following bilateral discussions

held on March 5-6. The government has decided to

remove 11 projects from the pipeline, citing prolonged

approval processes, asymmetrical terms, and

significant delays in implementation. As a result, the

total LoC size has been reduced from USD 7.34 billion

to USD 4.68 billion.

The revised terms come after ongoing challenges,

particularly in the execution of projects related to the

extraction of natural resources, such as hydrocarbon

exploration, which has been halted for the past two

years. The changes also address long-standing

criticisms regarding the mandatory use of Indian

contractors and materials, which have contributed to

inefficiencies and financial constraints for both

countries. [The Business Standard] [The Financial

Express]

One key change involves the exclusion of ‘umbrella-

based’ projects from future LoCs. The meetings also

emphasized expediting the disbursement of existing

loans. These shifts align with the administration's

strategy to engage new development partners,

including the UAE and Turkey, while reducing reliance

on India. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh’s Economic Relations Division (ERD) views

these changes as part of the country's broader

approach towards self-reliance development. The

move reflects an effort to create a more balanced

relationship with foreign lenders, ensuring that

projects are not unduly delayed due to bureaucratic

hurdles or overly strict procurement requirements.

[The Business Standard]

Bangladesh’s financial obligations remain a critical

issue. Reports indicate that the country owes over USD

1 billion to five Indian power companies, a situation

that became more apparent following the July uprising.

In response, the Yunus administration has begun

reassessing trade agreements made under the

previous Hasina government, particularly those

perceived as disproportionately favoring India.

For example, while the second LoC’s repayment ends

in 2038, little has been disbursed, and Bangladesh is

still repaying the third LoC despite no completed

projects. Key reforms discussed in the meetings

include lifting the mandatory procurement of goods
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from India. For the Mirsharai Special Economic Zone

project, it is proposed that 90 percent of the goods be

sourced from Bangladesh itself, significantly reducing

reliance on Indian Suppliers. [The Economic Times]

Speaking against this backdrop, Indian Army Chief

General Upendra Dwivedi recently commented on the

potential impact a change in Bangladesh's government

could have on the country's relationship with India.

Speaking at the India Today Conclave in New Delhi,

Dwivedi noted that while it is too early to determine

the full implications, a government change could

influence bilateral ties. He emphasized that the current

military-to-military relationship between the two

countries remains strong, with regular exchanges

aimed at preventing misunderstandings.

Dwivedi also addressed concerns about the

relationship between Pakistan and Bangladesh,

mentioning that any association with countries

involved in terrorism could pose a threat to India, given

the shared regional security concerns. His comments

hinted at the growing proximity between China and

Pakistan, which he described as a "high degree of

collusivity," contributing to a "two-front threat" that

India must prepare for. [The Daily Star]

Myanmar navy releases 56 detained

Bangladeshi fishermen, seizes their catch

(lm) The Myanmar Navy has released 56 Bangladeshi

fishermen along with six fishing boats just hours after

detaining them in the Bay of Bengal. The fishermen

alleged that their fishing nets and catch were

confiscated by the Myanmar Navy.

The detentions occurred when the fishermen were

accused of crossing into Myanmar’s waters. According

to local representatives, the Myanmar Navy

intercepted the trawlers approximately 10 to 15

kilometers south of St. Martin's Island. St. Martin’s

Island, Bangladesh’s only coral island, lies near the

country’s maritime boundary with Myanmar. The

island has been a point of contention in bilateral

relations, with occasional disputes over fishing rights

and territorial claims in the surrounding waters. [The

Daily Star]

Bangladesh-Pakistan ties improve further

with foreign minister’s visit and first rice

shipment
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(lm) Pakistan’s Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign

Minister Ishaq Dar is set to visit Bangladesh in April,

marking a significant step toward improving bilateral

relations following the ouster of the Awami League

government last year. This visit follows diplomatic

engagements between Bangladesh’s Chief Adviser

Muhammad Yunus and Pakistan’s Prime Minister

Shehbaz Sharif, including meetings in New York and

Egypt. [The Daily Star 1]

During a recent meeting between officials from both

countries, discussions focused on reviving long-

dormant bilateral mechanisms, including foreign

secretary-level consultations (last held in 2010) and the

joint economic commission (last convened in 2005).

Other topics included trade, cultural exchanges,

tourism, regional cooperation through SAARC, OIC, and

D-8, and the Rohingya crisis. Steps have also been

taken to ease Bangladeshi visa procedures for

Pakistani nationals, while discussions are ongoing

about resuming direct shipping and flights.

In a separate development, Bangladesh has received

its first shipment of rice from Pakistan since the 1971

Liberation War. A bulk carrier arrived at Chattogram

port carrying 26,250 tons of atap rice as part of a

government-to-government agreement signed in

January. The rice is the first phase of a 50,000-ton

purchase under a Memorandum of Understanding

between Bangladesh’s Directorate of Food and

Pakistan’s Trading Corporation. The consignment is

undergoing quality testing before unloading, and a

second shipment is expected to arrive on March 10.

[The Daily Star 2]

These developments signal a shift in Bangladesh-

Pakistan relations, which had remained strained over

the past 15 years.

Bangladesh lifts ban on sending migrant

workers to Lebanon

(ij) Bangladesh has lifted the ban on sending migrant

workers to Lebanon after addressing concerns over

their safety and rights. The decision follows discussions

between both governments to ensure better working

conditions and legal protections. Lebanon, a key

destination for Bangladeshi workers, particularly in

domestic work, construction, and manufacturing, had

previously been banned due to issues such as unpaid

wages and exploitation. [Dhaka Tribune]

While the ban has been lifted, authorities have

reassured migrants that their employment conditions

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-dut/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-dui/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-dud/


will be closely monitored. The Bangladesh mission in

Lebanon is also assessing the situation of migrants

facing economic instability and security concerns, with

plans for repatriation and reintegration into

Bangladesh's job market. [The Daily Star]

Japanese commission explores

investment opportunities in Cambodia

(sal) A Japanese delegation comprising representatives

from over 40 organizations has acknowledged

Cambodia’s efforts in attracting investment, with the

country approving approximately 110 investment

projects in the first two months of 2025.

On March 5, Sun Chanthol, Vice President of

Cambodia’s Council for the Development (CDC), met

with Wakabayashi Kohei, Head of the Japan External

Trade Organization (JETRO), to discuss potential

investment opportunities and economic collaboration

between the two nations.

Japan is particularly interested in investing in

Cambodia’s key sectors, including transportation

infrastructure, agriculture, green energy, small and

medium enterprises (SMEs), education and training,

and industrial manufacturing. The Japanese delegation

emphasized the importance of fostering sustainable

and long-term partnerships to enhance Cambodia’s

economic growth and strengthen bilateral trade

relations.  [The Phnom Penh Post]

Chinese premier’ work report omits again

“peaceful” in call for reunification with

Taiwan  

(dh) Chinese Premier Li Qiang has reiterated Beijing’s

stance on pursuing reunification with Taiwan while

rejecting external interference. In his annual report to

China’s parliament on March 5, he emphasized

strengthening ties with people in Taiwan as part of a

broader goal of national rejuvenation.

Compared to past work reports, Li’s latest remarks

place stronger emphasis on firmly advancing

reunification, notably omitting the term “peaceful,”

which was used in previous reports but has been

dropped since last year’s report. Unlike last year’s

report, Li mentioned the need to work with “fellow

Chinese in Taiwan.” [Channel News Asia]
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The Chinese government restated its opposition to

efforts advocating for Taiwan’s independence and

criticized foreign involvement, particularly from the

United States. A Taiwanese official noted that Beijing

appears to be focusing on expanding soft power

including cultural and social exchanges as a means of

increasing its influence. However, China continues to

limit interactions that do not align with its political

objectives.

Li’s statements come as this March marks 20 years

since China passed the "anti-secession" law, which

authorizes the use of force if Taiwan formally declares

independence or if peaceful reunification is deemed

unachievable. However, the law remains vague on

what specific conditions would justify military action.

[Reuters]

Analysts have noted that this report does not differ

significantly from last year's, with Taiwan-related

content being around 90 percent identical. It has also

been noted that it reflects Beijing's broader strategy to

strengthen economic connections with Taiwan,

particularly in the context of ongoing U.S.-China trade

tensions.

Likewise, Taiwan’s Mainland Affairs Council responded

to the report, noting that its language remained largely

unchanged from last year. [Focus Taiwan]

Li stresses Hong Kong’s international role

On Hongkong, Li emphasized the importance of

expanding the city’s international connections and

cooperation while maintaining its constitutional

framework under China’s constitution and the Basic

Law. He underscored China’s commitment to the “one

country, two systems” framework, reiterating that

governance in Hong Kong should follow the law and be

led by individuals loyal to China. Unlike in his previous

work report, this year, he specifically urged Hong Kong

to uphold its constitutional order “fully and faithfully.”

Analysts have pointed to Li’s emphasis on Hong Kong

this year reflects the former British colony’s growing

role in China’s efforts to further open up amid

intensifying Sino-US rivalry. [South China Morning Post

1] [South China Morning Post 2]

Li’s remarks came shortly after an investor group

backed by BlackRock last week agreed to acquire a

majority stake in CK Hutchison, the Hong Kong-based

company operating ports on both sides of the Panama

Canal. The USD 22.8 billion sale to U.S. and Swiss

investors shifts control of key docks to U.S. interests,
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aligning with White House pressure to reduce Chinese

influence.

The deal grants the consortium a 90 percent stake in

Panama Ports Company, which has managed the

Balboa and Cristobal ports – two major commercial

ports of the Panama Canal – for over two decades. The

transaction does not include Hutchison’s port

operations in China. [CBS]

U.S. President Donald Trump has cited the canal as a

strategic priority, vowing to secure control over it

despite the Panama Canal Authority’s independent

oversight. His administration has criticized Chinese and

Hong Kong-based firms’ presence in Panama, citing

security concerns. U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio

has also pushed for reducing China’s influence in the

region, praising Panama’s recent withdrawal from

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (see AiR No. 6,

February/2025, 2). [Reuters 2]

China monitors supply run by Philippine

vessel in disputed area of the South China

Sea

(dh) The Chinese Coast Guard reported monitoring a

Philippine vessel as it delivered supplies to troops

stationed on the BRP Sierra Madre, a grounded

warship at the disputed Second Thomas Shoal. A

civilian boat is said to have provided daily provisions to

the “illegally grounded” warship on March 4. The shoal

is a point of contention between China and the

Philippines, with both asserting territorial claims over

the area.

Resupply missions to the Philippine military personnel

on the warship have previously been a source of

tension, but a provisional agreement reached in July

eased some friction. In January, both countries also

agreed to explore common ground and opportunities

for cooperation despite their differences.

China has urged the Philippines to adhere to past

commitments, avoid inflaming tensions, and work

together to manage the situation. On the other hand,

the Philippine military confirmed that its latest

resupply and troop rotation mission, carried out with

the coast guard, was completed without incident.

[Reuters] [Armed Forces of the Philippines]
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Bangladeshi cross-sector delegation visits

China

(yq) A 21-member delegation from Bangladesh,

including political party representatives, student

t leaders, scholars, and journalists visited China from

February 25 to March 6 at the invitation of the

International Department of the Community Party of

Central Committee (IDCPC). This marked the first time

a large-scale cross-sectoral delegation from

Bangladesh had been invited for an official visit,

reflection deepening ties between China and

Bangladesh.

The visit provided firsthand exposure to China’s

technological and infrastructural advancements,

reinforcing the belief among Bangladeshi delegates

that stable cooperation with China, particularly under

the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), could contribute to

their country’s socio-economic growth.

During their trip, the delegation explored three key

regions, Beijing, Shaanxi and Yunnan, where they

engaged with leading Chinese enterprises such as BYD,

LONGi, and iFlytek. [Global Times]

Abdul Moyeen Khan, a member of the National

Standing Committee of the Bangladesh Nationalist

Party and head of the delegation, emphasized that

China-Bangladesh ties are crucial amid Bangladesh’s

ongoing political transition, adding that Dhaka aims to

maintain a balanced diplomatic approach, with stable

cooperation with China serving as a key pillar.

Khan expressed hope that the financial assistance

pledged by President Xi Jinping during his visit to

Bangladesh in the year of 2017 would be fully utilized

in the coming months. He also proposed strengthening

strategic cooperation by key areas, including AI

development and electric vehicle production, to help

Bangladesh establish a more self-sufficient and

technologically advanced economy. Furthermore, he

urged China to support Bangladesh in developing its

own raw materials by facilitating knowledge transfer

and investment in local textile production.

Chinese Vice Minister of the IDCPC, Sun Haiyan,

reaffirmed China’s commitment to strengthening ties

with Bangladesh and emphasized Bangladesh’s

strategic geographical location and the necessity of

having reliable neighbors that promote peaceful

coexistence and shared development without

interference in internal affairs. She assured that China

would continue its cooperation with Bangladesh

throughout its political transition and beyond. [UNB 1]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-hlu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-hrl/


[UNB 2] [International Department, Central Committee

of CPC]

Bangladesh’s deepening engagement with China

occurs within a broader geopolitical framework that

involves its traditional regional ally, India. Bangladesh’s

diplomatic shift, marked by the delegation’s visit and

escalating tensions with India, underscores the

evolving regional dynamics where Dhaka finds itself at

the center of Beijing and New Delhi’s strategic

competition. As China deepens economic and military

ties with Bangladesh, India’s refusal to extradite Sheikh

Hasina has further strained relations, potentially

pushing Dhaka closer to Beijing. This shift mirrors

broader geopolitical patterns in South Asia, where

nations navigate the influence of both powers. [BBC]

[Observer Voice]

China ‘ready for war’ with US as trade

tensions rise

(dh/yq) China has responded to escalating trade

tensions with the United States, stating that it is

prepared to confront any type of economic or strategic

challenge. This comes after the U.S. imposed new

tariffs on all Chinese goods, prompting China to

retaliate with tariffs of 10-15 percent on American

agricultural products (see AiR No. 9, March 2025, 1).

The day after the U.S. tariffs took effect, the Chinese

Embassy in Washington released a strongly worded

statement, saying: “If war is what the U.S. wants, be it a

tariff war, a trade war or any other type of war, we’re

ready to fight till the end.” [Chinese Embassy in US on

X]

Beijing reiterated this sentiment highlighting China’s

view that the fentanyl issue is a “flimsy excuse” used by

the US to raise tariffs on Chinese imports, adding that

it is willing to take whatever countermeasures

necessary to protect Chinese interests whilst also

urging the US to engage in dialogue and cooperation.

[China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs]

This statement coincides with Premier Li Qiang’s

speech at the “Two Sessions” on March 5 (see article in

this edition), in which he announced an increase in

defense spending by 7.2 percent, with analysts

suggesting actual defense spending may be higher

than publicly disclosed. Li also acknowledged global

geopolitical shifts and reassured the Chinese public

that the country’s economy remains resilient despite

the ongoing trade disputes. [BBC]
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China files WTO complaint against U.S. over new tariffs

In a related development, China has launched legal

action against the United States at the World Trade

Organization (WTO) in response to Washington’s

decision to impose an additional 10 percent tariff on

Chinese goods.

Beijing condemned the U.S. move as a violation of

WTO rules and a threat to China-U.S. economic and

trade relations. The Chinese government expressed

"strong dissatisfaction and firm opposition,"

emphasizing that it would take all necessary steps to

defend its rights under WTO regulations. [Anadolu

Ajensi] [Xinhua News Agency]

US businesses urge crackdown on Chinese

tariff-evaders

(dh) U.S. businesses are calling for stronger

enforcement of trade laws to address concerns that

some Chinese companies are bypassing tariffs by

routing goods through other countries. At a Capitol Hill

event, executives from mid-sized industrial companies,

such as steel pipe making, shared how tariff evasion

has contributed to factory closures, job losses, and

reduced investment. [U.S. News]

According to these business leaders, Chinese

manufacturers, some of whom receive government

subsidies, ship products through countries such as

Vietnam, Thailand, and the UAE to avoid U.S. tariffs.

While American companies have won trade cases

against unfair competition, they argue that weak

enforcement allows these practices to continue.

The executives voiced support for the Protecting

American Industry and Labor from International Trade

Crimes Act, a bipartisan bill aimed at strengthening

trade law enforcement. They warned that without

increased resources, tariff evasion would remain a

problem. Some also argued that financial penalties

alone are insufficient and suggested criminal

prosecution as a deterrent.

This renewed focus on trade enforcement comes as

U.S. President Donald Trump has escalated trade

tensions by increasing tariffs on China, Mexico, and

Canada. [Reuters]

US sanctions and charges related to

Chinese espionage
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(dh/yq) The U.S. government has charged several

individuals and sanctioned a Chinese technology firm

over allegations of cyber espionage. Officials claim that

a long-running hacking operation targeted American

and international organizations, leading to the theft of

sensitive data. A USD 10 million reward has been

offered for information related to the case.

[Department of Justice, USA]

The indictment names ten individuals, including eight

employees of the cybersecurity firm i-Soon (also

known as Anxun Information Technology) and two

members of China’s Ministry of Public Security. U.S.

authorities describe i-Soon as a key player in a "hacker-

for-hire" network, alleging that it gained access to

email accounts and systems belonging to government

agencies, foreign ministries in several countries, media

outlets, and religious organizations. The indictment

also claims that Chinese intelligence agencies paid i-

Soon between USD 10,000 and USD 75,000 per

successful breach, with additional fees for analyzing

stolen information. [The New York Times]

China’s embassy in Washington rejected the

accusations, criticizing the U.S. for imposing sanctions

and legal measures against Chinese entities. It stated

that China would take steps to protect its companies

and citizens.

Separately, the U.S. Treasury Department imposed

sanctions on Shanghai Heiying Information Technology

Company and its founder, Zhou Shuai, for allegedly

selling stolen data from critical U.S. infrastructure

networks. The Treasury claims some of this data was

acquired by Yin Kecheng, a previously sanctioned

Chinese hacker linked to past cyberattacks on the U.S.

Treasury. Zhou and Yin were also indicted. [Reuters 1]

U.S. lawmakers warn of security threats amid over

Chinese cyber espionage

Meanwhile, U.S. lawmakers have demanded that major

Chinese telecom firms—such as China Mobile, China

Telecom, and China Unicom—disclose any ties to

Beijing's military and government. Representative Raja

Krishnamoorthi and Republican Chair John Moolenaar

sent letters to the companies, citing fears that their

U.S. operations, particularly in cloud computing and

internet infrastructure, could enable unauthorized

data access or espionage.

The scrutiny follows reports of major cyberattacks,

including Salt Typhoon, which compromised sensitive

American data, and Volt Typhoon, a cyber-espionage

campaign linked to China's Ministry of State Security.

While Washington has previously revoked telecom
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authorizations and sought to bar Chinese firms from

broadband services, legal roadblocks have kept them

active in cloud and internet routing. Lawmakers argue

this leaves U.S. data vulnerable to Beijing’s influence.

[Reuters 2]

US considering banning DeepSeek app for

government devices

(dh) The U.S. government is reportedly considering

banning DeepSeek’s chatbot app on government

devices due to concerns about data privacy and

transparency regarding who can access user

information. According to The Wall Street Journal, the

restriction is likely to be implemented.

DeepSeek, a Chinese artificial intelligence company,

gained recognition with its AI models, particularly

DeepSeek-R1, which is designed for advanced

reasoning and has been compared to models from

OpenAI. However, the company’s chatbot app, which

runs on a different AI model called DeepSeek-V3, has

drawn scrutiny. The app was previously one of the

most downloaded on major platforms like the App

Store and Google Play.

In addition to restricting its use on government

devices, officials are reportedly discussing broader

measures, such as preventing app stores from offering

the service and limiting access to DeepSeek’s AI models

through U.S.-based cloud providers. These potential

actions are still under consideration.

Several U.S. agencies, including the Navy and NASA,

have already prohibited their employees from using

the app on work devices. Some states, including Texas,

New York, and Virginia, have introduced similar

restrictions for government personnel. Internationally,

South Korea and Italy have also taken steps to block

the app due to privacy concerns. [Silicon Angle]

US plan to levy fees on China-linked ships

(yq) The United States is set to impose fees on ships

linked to Chinese-built or Chinese-flagged vessels

docking at U.S. ports, according to a draft executive

order reviewed by Reuters. This move aims to revitalize

domestic shipbuilding and reduce China's influence in

the global shipping industry.

The draft, dated February 27, outlines fees for any

vessel part of a fleet containing Chinese vessels,
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regardless of the ship’s origin or flag. The U.S. also

seeks to push allies to adopt similar measures,

threatening retaliation for non-compliance. This policy

could impact major carriers like COSCO, Maersk, and

MSC, with significant costs potentially passed along to

consumers and businesses in the U.S. [Reuters]

Retaliatory trade measures escalate

tensions between China and Canada

(yq) China has announced new tariffs on over USD 2.6

billion worth of Canadian agricultural and food

products, marking a retaliation against Ottawa’s

October 2024 levies. The new tariffs, effective March

20, include a 100 percent duty on rapeseed oil, oil

cakes and peas, as well as a 25 percent duty on aquatic

products and pork. Beijing's decision comes as a

countermeasure to Canada's 100 percent tariff on

Chinese electric vehicles and 25 percent duties on steel

and aluminum, reinforcing growing trade tensions.

Analysts suggest that while China excluded canola

from the tariff list, possibly leaving room for

negotiations, the move serves as a stark warning to

Canada amid broader geopolitical trade disputes.

[Reuters]

The Chinese Ministry of Commerce stated that its

decision followed an anti-discrimination probe, which

concluded that Canada’s restrictive measures

disrupted normal trade and harmed Chinese

enterprises. The investigation found that Canada’s

tariffs on Chinese imports were discriminatory,

violating World Trade Organization (WTO) rules.

[Xinhua News Agency] [Ministry of Commerce of

People's Republic of China]   

EU Parliament eases restrictions on

lawmaker meetings with China

(dh) The European Parliament has eased restrictions

on meetings between its lawmakers and Chinese

officials, suggesting a potential shift in EU-China

relations. These restrictions were originally put in place

following a series of reciprocal sanctions in 2021,

sparked by concerns over alleged human rights

violations in China’s Xinjiang region.

The decision to lift the measures follows a proposal

from European Parliament President Roberta Metsola

and aligns with new transparency rules introduced in
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late 2024. These rules require lawmakers to disclose

meetings with representatives from sanctioned

countries and report any third-party funding for travel

or accommodation. While restrictions remain in place

for Russia and Belarus, similar curbs on meetings with

officials from Qatar and Morocco (both tied to

corruption scandals) have also been removed.

China has been working to improve its relationship

with the European Parliament, particularly in hopes of

reviving the stalled EU-China investment agreement.

As part of this effort, Beijing has suggested a gradual

removal of sanctions, offering to lift multiple sanctions

on European officials for each one the EU removes

from China’s list.

This development comes amid broader shifts in global

politics, especially with changes in U.S. foreign policy

following Donald Trump’s return to the presidency.

Recent decisions by his administration, including

adjustments to intelligence-sharing with Ukraine and

escalating trade tensions with Europe, have created

uncertainty in transatlantic relations. In response,

some European leaders have taken a more open

approach to engagement with China, while Beijing has

stepped up diplomatic efforts, portraying itself as a

stable partner in contrast to the unpredictability of U.S.

policies. [SCMP]

China reaffirms support for Gaza

reconstruction, calls for lasting peace and

Palestinian self-governance

(yq) China has reaffirmed its support for the Gaza post-

war recovery and governance plan endorsed by the

Palestinian people and Arab countries, aligning with

Egypt’s proposal for reconstruction and long-term

stability in the region. [Global Times]

At the Arab Summit held in Cairo on March 4, Arab

leaders approved Egypt’s USD 53 billion reconstruction

plan for Gaza, aiming to rebuild the enclave while

preventing the displacement of Palestinian residents.

As part of the plan, a non-partisan technocratic

committee will govern Gaza for at least six months

under the Palestinian Authority’s jurisdiction. [Egyptian

Streets] [Xinhua News Agency 1]

China’s foreign ministry stated on March 5 that China

supports these efforts, advocating for the effective

implementation of the Gaza ceasefire, the facilitation

of humanitarian aid, and the restoration of security.

The ministry emphasized that Gaza’s post-war

governance should follow the principle of “Palestinians
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governing Palestine” and align with the two-state

solution to ensure lasting peace and stability in the

Middle East. [Daily CPEC] [Ministry of Foreign Affairs,

China]

China also urged the international community and

financial institutions to provide swift support for the

reconstruction plan, as outlines in the Arab Summit’s

resolutions. [The Peninsula]

Additionally, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi

reiterated China’s position on March 7 during a press

conference, emphasizing that Gaza belong to the

Palestinian people and is an inseparable part of

Palestinian territory. He warned that any attempt to

change Gaza’s status by force would lead to further

instability rather than peace. Wang called for a

comprehensive and lasting ceasefire, increased

humanitarian assistance and a firm commitment to

Palestinian self-governance and reconstruction.

[Xinhua News Agency 2] [Ministry of Foreign Affairs ]

The Egyptian-led recovery plan for Gaza serves as a

direct counterproposal to President Donald Trump’s

controversial vision, which seeks to redevelop the

enclave while displacing its Palestinian population.

Egypt’s plan, backed by Arab states, aims to

reconstruct Gaza with a USD 53 billion investment,

emphasizing Palestinian self-governance under a

transitional committee rather than a foreign-imposed

administration. However, the proposal has faced

strong opposition from both the U.S. and Israel, with

the White House dismissing it as unrealistic given

Gaza’s current devastation.

While the plan has garnered regional support,

unresolved questions regarding Hamas’s role,

governance and funding pose significant obstacles to

its implementation. Ultimately, the competing visions

for Gaza reflect broader geopolitical tensions, with

Arab states seeking a long-term solution that preserves

Palestinian sovereignty, while the U.S. and Israel

remain focused on eliminating Hamas and reshaping

Gaza’s future on their terms. [Reuters] [CNBC]

New Zealand’s top spy warms on China’s

influence in the Pacific

(yq) New Zealand’s Security Intelligence Service (SIS)

Director-General Andrew Hampton has warned of the

security risks posed by China’s growing influence in the

Pacific. Hampton highlighted that China aims to create

competing regional architectures and expand its
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influence with Pacific Island nations, posing risks of

foreign interference and espionage.

During Cook Islands Prime Minister Mark Brown’s visit

to China in February, he met with Chinese Premier Li

Qiang in Harbin. The two leaders witnessed the signing

of several agreements, including the Action Plan for

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 2025-2030,

which provides a roadmap for cooperation in

economic, environmental, cultural and social fields

(see AiR No. 7, February/2025, 3). [Global Times]

A key agreement was the Memorandum of

Understanding (MoU) for Blue Partnership in Seabed

Minerals Affairs, signed between China’s Ministry of

Natural Resources and the Cook Islands’ Seabed

Minerals Authority. The MoU focuses on exploration

and research of seabed minerals, covering technology

transfer, logistics support, and deep-sea ecosystem

studies.

Hampton revealed that New Zealand had shared

classified intelligence with the Cook Islands before the

agreements were signed, outlining potential security

threats. However, following the deals, New Zealand

decided to ramp up its scrutiny of Cook Islands-China

relations.

He also reaffirmed New Zealand’s commitment to the

Five Eyes intelligence-sharing alliance, comprising New

Zealand, Australia, the U.S., Canada and the U.K.,

stating that it remains the country’s most significant

intelligence-sharing partnership. [Reuters]

New Zealand has expressed unease over the

agreements, criticizing the Cook Islands for failing to

adequately consult Wellington before signing the

deals. The Cook Islands is a self-governing territory in

free association with New Zealand, meaning that while

it conducts its own domestic and foreign affairs, New

Zealand retains responsibility for defense and certain

aspects of foreign policy, but only with the advice and

consent of the Cook Islands Government.

New Zealand Foreign Minister Winston Peters argues

that as long as the Cook Islands remains

constitutionally tied to New Zealand, it should not

pursue exclusive agreements that are only available to

fully independent states. Peters called for a reset in

New Zealand-Cook Islands relations to ensure that

Wellington’s strategic interests are taken into account.

[DW] [The Guardian] [New Zealand Foreign Affairs and

Trade]

In response, Chinese scholars have dismissed these

concerns as overreactions, emphasizing that China’s
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partnerships with Pacific nations are based on mutual

benefit rather than geopolitical competition. As Cook

Islands face urgent economic and climate challenges,

Chen Hong, director of the New Zealand Studies

Center at East China Normal University noted that

making partnerships with China is an essential

component of their development strategy. [Global

Times]

India considers restoring High

Commissioner to Canada as ties with new

Prime Minister offer reset opportunity

(lm) India is considering restoring its High

Commissioner to Canada, signaling a potential reset in

strained diplomatic relations that have been

deteriorating since the 2023 killing of Sikh separatist

leader Hardeep Singh Nijjar. The diplomatic fallout

escalated after Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau

accused India of being involved in the assassination—a

claim that India has consistently denied [see AiR No.

42, October/2024, 3]. With Trudeau stepping down and

Mark Carney succeeding him as Prime Minister, there

are new opportunities to rebuild ties, with Carney

indicating his willingness to engage with India and

diversify trade relations.

In addition to the diplomatic developments, Canadian

Security Intelligence Service (CSIS) chief Daniel Rogers

is scheduled to visit India next week to attend the

annual meeting of intelligence chiefs hosted by India’s

National Security Council Secretariat (NSCS) on the

sidelines of the Raisina Dialogue from March 17-19.

This marks the first such meeting since the intense

exchange over the Nijjar case in October 2024 between

Indian and Canadian national security teams. [The

Hindu]

India-UK relations strengthened with new

consulate and strategic talks

(hjn/lm) India’s External Affairs Minister, S. Jaishankar,

inaugurated a new consulate in Manchester on March

8, marking a notable development in strengthening

bilateral ties between India and the United Kingdom.

The inauguration was attended by U.K. Deputy Prime

Minister Angela Rayner and Minister for the Indo-

Pacific Catherine West. Jaishankar emphasized that the

opening of the consulate reflects the positive shift in

bilateral relations and signals preparation for future

growth.
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In his speech at the Lancashire Cricket Club, Jaishankar

discussed the evolving India-U.K. relationship, noting

its historical complexity and the significant role of the

Indian diaspora in reinforcing these ties. He

highlighted ongoing negotiations for a free trade

agreement (FTA) as a central element of expanding the

partnership. He also encouraged U.K. universities to

establish campuses in India, with the University of

Southampton already announcing plans for a campus

in Gurugram. Jaishankar further discussed the

potential establishment of a Pravasiya Bharatiya

Sahayata Kendra (Non-Resident Indian Help Centre) in

the U.K. and the introduction of direct flights from

Manchester to New Delhi, with the first direct flight by

Indigo scheduled for July 2025. [The Hindu]

Earlier in the week, Jaishankar met with U.K. Foreign

Secretary David Lammy at Chevening House to discuss

various aspects of their partnership. The talks focused

on strategic coordination, trade negotiations, political

cooperation, and shared global challenges, including

the ongoing Ukraine conflict, West Asia, Bangladesh,

and the Commonwealth. Jaishankar underscored that

India-U.K. relations contribute to stability and

prosperity in a world marked by uncertainty.[India

News]

The visit was marred by a protest, where a

demonstrator infiltrated a police barrier and tore the

Indian flag in front of Jaishankar's car. The protester,

associated with the Khalistan movement, was quickly

detained. India’s foreign ministry condemned the

incident, urging the U.K. to respect its diplomatic

obligations and deploring the misuse of democratic

freedoms by such elements. [Reuters]

India and Ireland agree to establish Joint

Economic Commission, expand trade and

tech collaboration

(lm) India and Ireland have agreed to set up a Joint

Economic Commission (JEC) to enhance trade and

economic coordination, including engagement on

World Trade Organization (WTO) matters. The

commission, set to meet every two years, follows talks

between External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar and

Ireland’s Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister

Simon Harris in Dublin. A formal agreement is

expected later this year.

The JEC announcement comes as India and the

European Union (EU), of which Ireland is a member,

push to finalize their Bilateral Trade Agreement (BTA)

by the end of 2025. The two sides also discussed
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expanding cooperation in higher education and

emerging sectors such as cybersecurity, artificial

intelligence, financial technology, and semiconductors.

Ireland hosts several leading semiconductor firms, a

key industry for India's economic ambitions. Bilateral

trade between India and Ireland currently stands at

approximately EUR 16 billion (USD 17.33 billion).

Jaishankar emphasized India and Ireland's "special

connection" due to shared colonial history under

British rule. He also visited Dublin’s General Post

Office, a key site in Ireland’s 1916 Easter Rising for

independence. The visit marks the first by an Indian

Foreign Minister to Ireland in a decade.

Both countries also signed a diplomatic exchange

program to facilitate annual postings of diplomats to

each other’s capitals. Ireland’s Education Minister

James Lawless is expected to visit India later this

month, as educational ties deepen. The number of

Indian students in Ireland has grown from 700 in 2013

to nearly 7,000 in 2023, while the Indian immigrant

population in Ireland has increased by 170 percent

since 2016, now totaling about 30,000 within a larger

Indian community of approximately 80,000. [The

Hindu]

India and UAE hold talks on India-Middle

East-Europe Economic Corridor

(hjn) India and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have

advanced discussions on the India-Middle East-Europe

Economic Corridor (IMEEC), a key transcontinental

connectivity project initiated during the G-20 Summit

in September 2023. The project, which includes

stakeholders from India, the UAE, the US, the EU, Saudi

Arabia, France, Italy, and Germany, aims to create a

robust trade and connectivity network between the

regions.

A delegation led by TK Ramachandaran, Secretary of

India’s Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways, met

with Mohamed Juma Al Shamisi, CEO of Abu Dhabi

Ports, to discuss the project’s progress. The talks

covered key infrastructure elements, including

shipping lines and port operations. The delegation also

addressed the Master Application for International

Trade and Regulatory Interface (MAITRI), a platform

launched during the Dubai Crown Prince’s visit to India

in 2024, which integrates various trade portals for

seamless connectivity.

The IMEEC aims to provide an alternate supply route

linking India, the Middle East, Europe, and the US,
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enhancing both trade and digital connectivity. It also

includes energy initiatives, such as the solar power grid

between India and the UAE and collaborations in green

hydrogen and digital infrastructure. The project

promises to play a significant role in enhancing

bilateral trade between India and the UAE, which

currently exceeds USD 85 billion. [India Narrative]

[maritime gateway]

India’s Chief of Defence Staff visits

Australia

(hjn) India’s Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) General Anil

Chauhan visited Australia from March 4 to 7, marking

the first CDS visit to the country. The visit focused on

enhancing military cooperation between India and

Australia, with discussions centered on maritime

security, joint exercises, and shared defence priorities

in the Indo-Pacific region.

The visit emphasized the growing India-Australia

defence relationship under their Comprehensive

Strategic Partnership, with a focus on interoperability,

information sharing, and collective security. The two

nations have strengthened their defence ties in recent

years, with a mutual logistics support agreement

signed in 2020 and ongoing collaborations in areas

such as hydrography and air-to-air refueling.

During his visit, Gen Chauhan held high-level talks with

Admiral David Johnston, Australia's Chief of Defence

Force, and visited key Australian defence facilities,

including the Headquarters Joint Operations

Command. The CDS also paid tribute at the Australian

War Memorial, honoring Indian soldiers who died

during the Gallipoli campaign. [Defence Connect] [The

Hindu] [Business Standard]

India reaffirms support for Mauritius on

Chagos Islands ahead of Modi’s visit

(lm) Ahead of Prime Minister Narendra Modi's visit to

Mauritius from March 11-12, India has reaffirmed its

long-standing support for Mauritius' claims over the

Chagos Archipelago. Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri

emphasized that India’s position aligns with its

commitment to decolonization. Modi will attend

Mauritius' national day celebrations as the chief guest,

with Indian Air Force contingents and a naval ship

participating in the event. [The Hindu]
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During his visit, Modi is expected to discuss

strengthening strategic relations, especially regarding

the sovereignty of the Chagos Islands, a key issue

between Mauritius and the United Kingdom. The

islands, which include Diego Garcia, are home to a UK-

U.S. military base. While the UK and Mauritius have

been negotiating a political agreement to maintain the

base's presence while restoring Mauritius' sovereignty,

recent mixed signals from U.S. President Donald

Trump have raised questions about support for the

deal. However, reports suggest that Washington may

back the agreement.

India has consistently supported Mauritius' claims over

the islands, and Modi’s visit will reaffirm this stance.

India views Mauritius as a key maritime partner in the

Indian Ocean and has helped Mauritius enhance its

connectivity to remote Agalega Islands. Modi’s visit, his

first to Mauritius since 2015, is also expected to result

in multiple agreements, further deepening bilateral

ties and solidifying India’s role in the region,

particularly in countering China’s influence. [Reuters]

Japan defies U.S. call to raise defense

budget to 3 percent of GDP

(adi/dql) Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba has

ruled out to meet a call from U.S. President Donald

Trump’s Pentagon nominee, Elbridge Colby, to increase

its defense spending to 3 percent of GDP, insisting that

Japan determines its own defense budget.

Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshimasa Hayashi,

meanwhile, stressed the importance of defense

capabilities over spending levels. [Reuters]

Colby, nominated for undersecretary of defense for

policy, stated at a Senate confirmation hearing that

Japan should reach the 3 percent threshold "as soon as

possible," arguing that 2 percent was insufficient given

threats from China and North Korea.

A known China hawk, Colby previously advocated for

higher Japanese defense spending in a social media

post before Trump’s election victory secured his

second non-consecutive term. [NHK]

In 2022, Japan departed from its longstanding policy of

capping defense spending at 1 percent of GDP and has

since increased its defense budget, aiming to reach 2

percent by fiscal year 2027 (see AiR No. 51,

December/2022, 3). [Kyodo News]
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In separate statement, Ishiba rejected Trump's

characterization of the Japan-U.S. security agreement

as one-sided, emphasizing its reciprocal nature. In a

statement in the Oval Office, Trump had described the

deal as “interesting,” suggesting the U.S. was solely

responsible for Japan’s defense: “We have to protect

Japan—and, by the way, they make a fortune out of us

economically. We have to protect Japan, but under no

circumstances do they have to protect us.” [Newsweek]

Speaking in parliament, Ishiba underscored Japan’s

obligation to host U.S. military bases under the treaty.

Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshimasa Hayashi reaffirmed

Tokyo’s confidence in Washington’s commitment,

noting the U.S. is expected to fulfill its treaty

obligations with all available capabilities, including

nuclear deterrence. [AA]

The Japan-U.S. security treaty, signed in 1951, governs

U.S. military presence in Japan, particularly near

Taiwan and the disputed Senkaku Islands, a long-

standing source of tension with China.

Japan fails to secure U.S. tariff

exemptions in high-level trade talks

(adi) Japan’s Trade Minister Yoji Muto returned from

Washington without securing assurances that Japan

would be exempt from planned U.S. tariffs, as trade

discussions with the Trump administration concluded

without resolution.

During his visit, Muto met with U.S. Commerce

Secretary Howard Lutnick, U.S. Trade Representative

Jamieson Greer, and White House economic adviser

Kevin Hassett on March 10. Despite emphasizing

Japan’s significant investments and job creation in the

United States, no commitment was made to exclude

Japan from planned tariff measures.

The U.S. has proposed imposing a 25 percent tariff on

steel and aluminum imports, with additional tariffs on

automotive goods under consideration. Japan, which

relies heavily on exports, especially in the automotive

sector, is concerned about the economic fallout if the

tariffs are implemented. [Kyodo News]

In parallel, Japanese companies such as Sony and

Suntory have begun stockpiling products in the U.S. to

minimize potential disruption, reflecting growing

concern across Japan’s business sector.

The two sides also discussed energy cooperation,

including the possibility of Japanese investment in a
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liquefied natural gas pipeline project in Alaska. The

initiative is part of broader efforts to strengthen

bilateral economic ties while addressing trade

imbalances. [Reuters]

Japan plans to continue its diplomatic efforts to avoid

being affected by the proposed trade measures, as

economic relations with the U.S. remain a top priority

for the Ishiba administration. [Kyodo News]

U.S approves military sale to support

Japan’s hypersonic weapon program

(dql) The U.S. State Department has approved a

potential USD 200 million foreign military sale to Japan,

aimed at supporting its Hyper Velocity Gliding

Projectiles (HVGP) program. [Defense Security

Cooperation Agency, USA]

The deal, which requires Congressional approval,

includes equipment and services for testing,

transportation, and coordination but does not cover

the projectiles themselves.

HVGP technology, developed domestically by Japan, is

designed to travel at hypersonic speeds and adjust its

trajectory mid-flight, making it difficult to intercept.

[Bulgarian Military]

Japan, UK pledge to deepen ties and

cooperation at first “2+2” talks

(dql) Amid rising global trade tensions driven by U.S.

tariffs under President Donald Trump, Britain and

Japan reaffirmed their commitment to free trade

during their first talks "2+2" meeting in Tokyo on March

7, attended by British Trade Secretary Jonathan

Reynolds, Japanese Trade and Industry Minister Yoji

Muto, British Foreign Secretary David Lammy, and

Japanese Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwaya. [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, Japan 1]

Reynolds emphasized the need to counter trade

fragmentation and uphold fair, rules-based

international trade. He announced that the UK and

Japan would strengthen their economic security

partnership, leveraging their close ties to address

these challenges.

Muto, for this part, also stressed the importance of

maintaining free trade, strengthening supply chains,

and ensuring a fair playing field. [Japan Today]
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In addition, Iwaya and Lammy agreed on strengthening

cooperation for a fair and lasting peace in Ukraine, as

U.S. President Donald Trump moves closer to Russia.

Lammy emphasized the need to end the Russia-

Ukraine war and urged Japan to increase support for

Ukraine and impose further sanctions on Russia.

[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan 2]

The meeting reflects deepening UK-Japan ties, driven in

part by Britain’s post-Brexit shift toward the Indo-

Pacific region. The two countries have strengthened

defense collaboration through agreements allowing

mutual supply of ammunition and fuel, as well as

facilitating military visits between Japan’s Self-Defense

Forces and the British military. [Reuters]

Chinese state-owned power company

sues Laos utility for USD 555 Million over

unpaid dues

(dql) Lao state-owned utility company Electricité du

Laos (EdL) is facing an arbitration claim in Singapore

filed by Nam Ou Power, a subsidiary of China's state-

owned Power Construction Corp, for USD 555 million

in unpaid dues related to the Nam Ou River Cascade

Hydropower project. The claim marks the first

international arbitration involving a Chinese state-run

company suing a Laos government-run firm.

The unpaid dues are linked to electricity generated

from the USD 2.73 billion hydropower project, which

contributes 7 percent of Laos' 18-gigawatt hydropower

capacity. The project is part of China’s Belt and Road

Initiative.

Nam Ou Power seeks USD 486.27 million in dues, plus

USD 65.79 million in interest for invoices from January

2020 to December 2024. Additionally, the company

claims USD 3.02 million in damages due to EdL's

payments in Lao kip instead of the agreed 85 percent

in U.S. dollars.

The total amount owed is equivalent to 4 percent of

Laos' GDP. Laos has faced significant debt, much of it

from Chinese-funded projects like the Nam Ou project,

and its financial situation has been worsened by the

COVID-19 pandemic, leading to the devaluation of the

Lao kip. [Reuters]

Lao capital and St. Petersburg strengthen

trade and investment ties
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(tas) The Mayor of Vientiane, Atsaphangthong

Siphandone, has proposed expanding trade,

investment, and transport cooperation with St.

Petersburg following talks with his Russian

counterpart, Alexander Beglov, on March 3. The two

city governors signed a Memorandum of

Understanding to enhance bilateral ties, including

plans for a shopping mall in Laos to facilitate financial

transactions, the revival of air routes, and the

promotion of Russian investment in hotels.

During his visit from February 25 to March 6, he also

signed an agreement with Moscow’s city government,

covering cooperation in culture, urban planning,

tourism, and industrial development, further

solidifying Laos-Russia relations. [Vientiane Times]

Japan to support infrastructure

development in Laos

(tas) Japan has pledged JPY 1.707 billion (USD 11.3

million) in grant aid to Laos under the “Economic and

Social Development Programme” to support

infrastructure repairs, particularly bridge rehabilitation

following natural disasters.

The agreement was signed on March 7 between Lao

Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Phongsavanh

Sisoulath and Japanese Ambassador to Laos Koizumi

Tsutomu. The grant will help Laos transition from a

landlocked to a land-linked nation by improving

connectivity and regional supply chains. Japan has long

supported Laos' infrastructure development, including

the construction of key bridges and highway upgrades.

[Vientiane Times]

Vietnam to support Laos in establishing

UN Peacekeeping force

(tas) Vietnam has pledged to assist Laos in establishing

its UN peacekeeping force, as agreed during a high-

level defence meeting in Hanoi on March 5. At the

talks, General Nguyen Tan Cuong, Chief of the General

Staff of the Vietnam People’s Army, and Lieut. Gen.

Saichay Kommasith, Chief of General Staff of the Lao

People's Army, outlined key areas for military

cooperation.

Both sides committed to strengthening defense ties

through strategic dialogue, human resources training,

and collaboration in logistics, IT, and defense
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industries. They also reaffirmed mutual support at

international forums and cooperation along border

areas to maintain security. [Lao News Agency]

Malaysia, Indonesia discuss cross-border

energy collaboration

(ga) Malaysia's Sarawak Energy Berhad (SEB) and

Indonesia’s national electricity provider, Perusahaan

Listrik Negara (PLN), have discussed potential cross-

border energy collaborations to enhance regional

energy security and support ASEAN’s power grid

integration. The SEB stated that the discussions took

place during its recent visit to Jakarta, where it engaged

with key Indonesian stakeholders to strengthen energy

partnerships.

During the visit, both sides explored future energy

projects. The SEB also introduced its biennial

Sustainability and Renewable Energy Forum (SAREF),

scheduled for September, which aims to bring together

industry leaders and policymakers to advance

discussions on cross-border energy collaboration and

sustainability. [Bernama]

Malaysia, Germany to attend UN

Peacekeeping Forum in Berlin

(tl) Malaysia has received an invitation to participate in

the United Nations Peacekeeping Ministerial Forum

2025, set to take place in Berlin this May. Defence

Minister Mohamed Khaled Nordin confirmed the

invitation, emphasizing Malaysia’s ongoing

commitment to UN peacekeeping missions.

A meeting with German Ambassador Dr. Peter

Blomeyer on March 7 during which the invitation was

handed out, covered bilateral relations, recent election

developments in Germany, and ongoing defense

cooperation between the two nations.

Additionally, Mohamed Khaled mentioned that during

the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting (ADMM) retreat

in Penang, Malaysia supported the inclusion of

Germany and Türkiye as observer nations in the

ADMM Experts’ Working Group (EWG), further

strengthening defence partnerships within the region.

[Malay Mail]
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Malaysia condemns plans for foreign

control of Gaza  

(tl) Malaysia has strongly rejected the suggestions of

what it called foreign control over Gaza, denouncing it

as a violation of international law and a form of ethnic

cleansing. Foreign Minister Mohamad Hasan

emphasized that such proposals and actions breach

the article 17 of Protocol II of Geneva Convention that

forbids the forced relocation of civilians in occupied

regions and undermine efforts towards peace and

stability in the region.

Speaking at the Organization of Islamic Cooperation

(OIC) Council of Foreign Ministers’ Extraordinary

Session, held on March 8 in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia,

Mohamad urged the OIC to pressure Israel into

complying with ceasefire obligations and allowing

humanitarian aid into Gaza.

He also reaffirmed Malaysia’s commitment to

advocating for Palestine’s full UN membership, calling

it an important step towards lasting peace and

reconstruction, and also urged the OIC members to

strengthen diplomatic efforts and engage in initiatives

like the Global Alliance for the Two-State Solution to

accelerate Palestine’s full UN membership.

Additionally, Malaysia pledged continued support for

UNRWA’s humanitarian efforts and legal proceeding at

the international Court of Justice against Israel. He also

added that as the upcoming ASEAN Chair in 2025,

Malaysia vowed to intensify the international advocacy

for Palestinian rights. [Bernama]

Mongolia, Malaysia to strengthen anti-

corruption cooperation

(fs) The Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC)

and Mongolia's Independent Authority Against

Corruption (IAAC) have signed a Memorandum of

Understanding (MoU) to enhance cooperation in

combating corruption.

The agreement, formalized at IAAC’s headquarters in

Ulaanbaatar on February 25, focuses on information

sharing, experience exchange, and adopting best

practices in anti-corruption efforts.

MACC chief commissioner Tan Sri Azam Baki and IAAC

director Dashdavaa Zandraa signed the MoU, which

follows discussions from the 2023 Conference of States
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Parties to the UN Convention Against Corruption in

Atlanta.

During their visit, the MACC delegation met with

Mongolia’s Attorney General, Jargalsaikhan Banzragch,

on February 26 to discuss further cooperation between

enforcement institutions. [Akipress] [New Straits

Times]

Mongolian president pays official visit to

Czech Republic

(fs) President of Mongolia Ukhnaagiin Khürelsükh is

visiting the Czech Republic at the invitation of Czech

President Petr Pavel.

The two leaders held official talks on March 10,

reaffirming their commitment to further strengthening

cooperation in key areas, including economic and

investment collaboration, environmental protection,

healthcare, culture, education, sports, tourism,

transport, food, and agriculture.

They also discussed enhancing cooperation within the

framework of the United Nations and other

international organizations. [Montsame 1]

Additionally, they signed several cooperation

agreements.

A Joint Declaration on Establishing a Comprehensive

Partnership was signed by the foreign ministers of

both countries, reaffirming their commitment to

deepening diplomatic and economic relations.

An Intergovernmental Agreement on Police

Cooperation was signed to facilitate direct

collaboration in crime prevention, organized crime

detection, and public safety. This includes joint training

programs and exchanges on investigative methods.

In the education sector, an agreement was reached to

expand student and researcher exchanges. The two

countries also signed a Memorandum of

Understanding on agricultural cooperation, focusing

on food security, advanced agricultural technology

exchange, and market access for Mongolia’s pastoral

livestock products in Europe.

Finally, a memorandum was signed between

Mongolia’s Ministry of Environment and the Prague

Zoo to collaborate on the conservation of the critically

endangered wild Bactrian camel, drawing on Czech
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expertise in species reintroduction efforts. [Montsame

2]

Rights group urges India to halt threats

and deportations of Myanmar refugees

(nf) India for Myanmar, an India-based people

movement for democracy and human rights, has

urged New Delhi officials to cease threatening

Myanmar refugees with deportation amid heightened

raids, arrests, and forced repatriations.

The call comes after a February 23 raid by police on the

Burmese Christian Association (BCA) and Grace Baptist

Church (GBC) in New Delhi, where the congregation

was threatened with arrest or deportation if they were

unable to produce UN refugee identification.

In the days following the raid on the church, police

reportedly raided temples and restaurants where

Myanmar refugees were known to gather but arrested

no one. But rights groups warn that the crackdowns

could intensify further, particularly under the present

ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which has

campaigned on the repatriation of refugees.

India for Myanmar says more than 250 Myanmar

refugees are held in Manipur and Assam, and 115

already repatriated to Myanmar's military junta

without security assurances. The group referred to

persistent instances of indefinite detention, including

very sick detainees, and a detainee's death.

While Myanmar refugees are suffering more with each

passing day in four years of displacement, India for

Myanmar has asked the government to stop

threatening deportations and that refugees do not

undergo any kind of psychological or physical harm.

The organization, in collaboration with the National

Unity Government (NUG) and the international

agencies are looking at getting urgent solutions in

place. [Mizzima]

456 Chinese nationals extradited from

Myanmar to Thailand for deportation to

China

(hw) The Myanmar Border Guard Force (BGF)

announced that they extradited additional 456 Chinese

nationals to Thai authorities on March 7.
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The move is part of the BGF’s effort to return a total of

1,439 Chinese nationals involved in scam businesses.

These individuals were detained at Shwe Kukko and KK

Park. Additionally, approximately 5,000 other foreign

nationals are currently held in government facilities.

It is reported that the repatriation of these other

nationals will proceed after the Chinese nationals have

been processed. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Indian Upper House member invites Chin

groups to join India

(hw) K. Vanlalvena, a member of India’s Rajya Sabha

(Upper House) from northeastern Mizoram, has invited

the Chinland Council—a Chin resistance group active in

Myanmar—and its armed wing, the Chin National

Front, to join India, citing Myanmar’s political crisis and

the ethnic ties between the Chin and Mizo peoples.

Reports indicate that the Chinland Council has been

managing the India-Myanmar border for the past six

months following the expulsion of Myanmar’s military

from the region.

Vanlalvena stated that his invitation was unofficial and

that he had entered Myanmar on foot. He added that

he had informed the Governor of Mizoram and the

Assam Rifles before his departure and plans to report

his trip and meetings to the Home Minister and

External Affairs Minister.

While India’s federal government has maintained a

non-interventionist stance, the government of

Mizoram has been providing humanitarian aid to

refugees from Chin State. [The Statesman]

Canada imposes sanctions on 13

Myanmar junta-affiliated individuals and

three organizations

(hw) The Canadian government has imposed sanctions

on 13 individuals and three entities for undermining

the peace, stability, and security of Myanmar, as well

as for violations of human rights. The sanctioned

individuals include five union-level ministers, seven

vice-ministers, and one member of the State

Administration Council. The three sanctioned entities

are the Ministry of Defense, the Myanmar Armed

Forces, and a military department.
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These sanctions were imposed due to their

involvement in systematic human rights violations, and

their critical role in oppression, terrorization, and the

escalating crisis in Myanmar.

The Canadian government also called on the

international community to halt all financial, military,

and technical assistance to Myanmar's military. Canada

pledged to continue promoting human rights in

Myanmar and to increase pressure to bring those

responsible for the atrocities to justice. To date,

Canada has sanctioned 149 individuals and 92 entities.

[Government of Canada] [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar junta leader visits Russia,

Belarus

(nf/hw) Last week Myanmar military’s leader Senior-

General Min Aung Hlaing travelled to Russia and

Belarus for official bilateral talks.

Russia

Min Aung Hlaing visit to Russia came as Myanmar's

military has deepened its ties with China and Russia

since the coup in 2021. As one of the junta's primary

arms suppliers, Moscow's support has been crucial in

sustaining Myanmar’s civil war.

The visit came shortly after Russian Minister of

Economic Development Maxim Reshetnikov traveled to

Naypyidaw, where he signed a memorandum of

understanding (MoU) with the junta to invest in

multiple projects in Dawei. Additionally, the junta plans

to send its first batch of workers to Russia in 2025.

[Myanmar Now 1, in Burmese]

In his meeting with Russian President Vladimir Putin on

March 4, Aung Hlaing praised Russia for its support

and justified its invasion of Ukraine, further

strengthening ties between the two regimes. Putin, in

return, welcomed the growing relationship,

highlighting expanded cooperation in trade,

agriculture, nuclear energy, and other sectors.

Ten MoUs were signed on cooperation in nuclear

power, natural resource extraction, and outer space

exploration. Russia also agreed to assist Myanmar in

developing a small modular nuclear reactor and

committed to investing in the Dawei Special Economic

Zone (Dawei SEZ).

The visit also included symbolic gestures. Min Aung

Hlaing laid a wreath at the Tomb of the Unknown
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Soldier, and Myanmar troops are set to participate in

Moscow's Victory Day Parade. In a diplomatic show of

goodwill, Putin thanked Min Aung Hlaing for sending

six elephant calves in January to mark 75 years of

Russia-Myanmar relations. The junta chief also

presented Putin with a 1942 book that allegedly

predicted future ties between the two nations.

This increasing collaboration reflects Russia’s broader

strategy of strengthening relations with anti-Western

regimes amid international condemnation of both

countries’ human rights records. As Myanmar

continues to rely heavily on Russian military

equipment—particularly airpower—to suppress armed

resistance, Moscow’s support remains critical to the

junta’s survival. [ABC News] [The Global New Light of

Myanmar] [Eleven Media, in Burmese] [Myanmar Now

2, in Burmese] [Radio Free Asia 1, in Burmese]

Belarus

In Belarus, Min Aung Hlaing met with House Speaker

Igor Sergeenko and outlined his plan to hold elections

in Myanmar. Sergeenko responded that the Belarusian

parliament is ready to reestablish relations with its

Myanmar counterpart.

Min Aung Hlaing also met with President Alexander

Lukashenko to discuss prospects for Myanmar’s

upcoming election. For the first time, he disclosed that

the election is planned for either December 2025 or

January 2026.

Belarusian state media reported that the two countries

signed 13 agreements on March 6 at the Myanmar-

Belarus Economic Forum in Minsk. These agreements,

signed between Myanmar and Belarusian enterprises,

include plans for the export of milk powder, tractors,

and fabrics to Myanmar. [BELTA] [Radio Free Asia 2, in

Burmese]

Nepal seeks India's input on Raxaul-

Kathmandu railway feasibility

(lm) Nepal has sought India’s financial, technical, and

economic insights into the feasibility of the Raxaul-

Kathmandu railway, a 141-kilometer cross-border

project linking Kathmandu with India’s border city of

Raxaul. The request was made during the ninth Project

Steering Committee (PSC) and seventh Joint Working

Group (JWG) meetings in February in New Delhi, where

both sides reviewed bilateral railway cooperation.
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The final location survey, completed by India’s Konkan

Railway Corporation Limited and submitted to Nepal in

July 2023, raised concerns over low financial returns,

estimating that the project would take 25 years to

recover costs. While the economic rate of return

stands at 14.3 percent, the financial return is only 4.81

percent, making it less viable under Nepal’s current

high-interest loan rates.

The project is estimated to cost over NPR 400 billion

(USD 2.96 billion), with land acquisition alone expected

to take two years. The railway will require 42

kilometers of tunnels, 124 bridges, and 40 curves, and

is designed for a maximum speed of 120 km/h under a

broad-gauge system. Nepali officials have sought

Indian advice on reducing project costs and optimizing

construction plans.

Discussions also touched on Nepal-India railway

expansion, including the Jayanagar-Bijalpura-Bardibas

and Jogbani-Biratnagar lines, which India is developing

through grants. The Indian side encouraged linking

Janakpur with Ayodhya, citing the religious tourism

potential.

While both India and China have shown interest in

Nepal’s railway infrastructure, progress has been slow.

Key issues such as funding, construction

responsibilities, and operational agreements remain

unresolved, and experts stress the need for political

consensus before moving forward with the project.

[The Kathmandu Post]

JICA Nepal organizes academic

symposium on disaster risk reduction

(rs) The Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA)

Nepal Office and Tribhuvan University's Centre for

Nepal and Asian Studies (CNAS) hosted the "JICA Chair"

symposium on March 5-6, focusing on disaster

preparedness. Marking the 10th anniversary of the

Gorkha Earthquake, the event brought together 50

participants, including keynote speaker Prof. Murata

Masahiko from Kansai University of International

Studies.

Discussions centered on Japan’s Disaster Risk

Reduction (DRR) strategies post-1995 Great Hanshin-

Awaji Earthquake, emphasizing public, mutual, and

self-help approaches. Experts highlighted the need for

Nepal to invest in DRR initiatives, adapt community-

based strategies, and implement effective policies for

resilience.
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Prof. Mrigendra Bahadur Karki of CNAS moderated

discussions on Nepal’s specific DRR needs, stressing

disaster management as a key factor for sustainable

development. The symposium facilitated exchanges on

Nepal-Japan collaboration in disaster preparedness

and leadership development through the JICA Chair

initiative. [The Himalayan Times]

Bangladesh and Pakistan to strengthen

ties in trade, people-to-people contacts

(sn) Pakistan and Bangladesh have resolved to

enhance their bilateral cooperation in trade and

people-to-people contacts while expressing

satisfaction with the positive trajectory of their

warming ties. A meeting occurred on the sidelines of

the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) Council

of Foreign Ministers summit, with Deputy Prime

Minister Ishaq Dar conducting the meeting with

Bangladesh Foreign Affairs Adviser Touhid Hossain.

Pakistan and Bangladesh have maintained improved

relations since the ousting of Bangladesh’s Former

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina in August 2024.

Bangladesh recently announced that direct trade with

Pakistan would resume after 50 years, with 50,000 tons

of rice expected to arrive from Pakistan in March. The

news highlights the growing relationship between the

nations and the potential for increased bilateral trade

in the future. [Arab News]

Pakistan expands export opportunities in

Chinese e-commerce and food sectors

(sn) The Chinese firm SF Airlines has announced a new

air cargo route, which is expected to deepen economic

and strategic ties between China and Pakistan. The

service will link Islamabad to Urumqi, the capital of the

Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, and will be the

first all-cargo route launched by SF Airlines to

Islamabad.

Reports stated that the service will carry e-commerce

goods and other products, providing more than 110-

tons of transport capacity each week. In 2023, total

trade in China’s e-commerce reached USD 328.3

billion, highlighting the significant opportunity this

presents to Pakistan’s economy. The commencement

of the service has yet to be announced. [Arab News]
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In separate news, a group of prominent Pakistani

exports completed a 10-day visit to China, where the

leaders explored trade opportunities in the food

sector. The delegation was led by the Federation of

Pakistan Chambers of Commerce and Industry’s

(FPCCI) Regional Food Committee Convener Shahid

Imran, who commented on China’s satisfaction with

the quality and potential of Pakistani food products. 

 The food products consisted primarily of processed

snacks, though agricultural and food processing were

also discussed as Pakistani food exporters explored

potential collaboration opportunities. The news is

another sign of the developing relationship between

the two nations, with China being one of Pakistan’s

largest trading partners. [The Express Tribune]

Pakistan’s Prime Minister thanks US

President Trump for acknowledging

Islamabad’s counterterrorism efforts

(afk) Pakistan’s Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif

expressed gratitude to U.S. President Donald Trump

for recognizing Pakistan's significant role in combating

terrorism, particularly in Afghanistan. Sharif

highlighted Pakistan's continuous efforts to eliminate

terrorist safe havens and ensure regional peace,

emphasizing the sacrifices made by over 80,000

Pakistani soldiers and civilians in the fight against

extremism.

Earlier, US President Trump had thanked Islamabad for

its cooperation in the arrest of a key terrorist involved

in the 2021 Kabul airport bombing, which killed 13 U.S.

service members and about 170 Afghan civilians.

Trump praised Pakistan’s involvement in the operation,

while also criticizing the chaotic U.S. withdrawal from

Afghanistan under the Biden administration.

Additionally, Trump approved USD 397 million for the

maintenance of Pakistan's F-16 fleet, reversing a

previous foreign aid freeze. This funding is allocated

specifically for counter-terrorism operations, under a

U.S.-monitored program. Despite the executive order

halting overseas funding, the U.S. has granted Pakistan

security-related exemptions, with a total of USD 5.3

billion in such exemptions. [Pakistan Observer] [The

Express Tribune]

Tribal elders gathering sets terms for

Pakistan-Afghanistan border peace
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agreement

(an) A breakthrough was achieved on March 9, when

tribal elders and traders from Pakistan met their

Afghan counterparts at the Torkham border to

negotiate a peace agreement and address the issue of

border alignment between Pakistan and Afghanistan.

The meeting followed several weeks of border closure

due to clashes between Pakistani and Afghan troops

[see AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1].

During the marathon negotiations, both sides

discussed the reconstruction of a disputed border post

on the Afghan side. Pakistani jirga members

emphasized their government’s concerns about

repeated violations of border structures by

Afghanistan, particularly the construction of security

check posts near the zero point despite objections

from Pakistan.

To keep the border open, the Pakistani side proposed

that Afghanistan provide fresh guarantees against

unilaterally changing the border structure, as well as

abide by a temporary ceasefire for one month.

Pakistani jirga members also stressed the importance

of separating security and political issues in

discussions to ensure a permanent opening of the

border.

The Pakistani delegation made it clear that any

violation of the agreement would result in a stern

response, while Afghan delegates requested time to

convey these terms to their authorities in Kabul and

Jalalabad. The jirga was conducted in line with tribal

traditions of peaceful dispute resolution, and sources

indicated that the meeting was part of broader efforts,

including contacts with Afghan tribal elders. [DAWN]

Pakistan and UAE strengthen bilateral ties

with new agreements

(afk) Deputy Prime Minister Ishaq Dar and UAE Foreign

Minister Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed reaffirmed their

commitment to boosting Pakistan-UAE cooperation in

several areas, highlighting strong diplomatic,

economic, and cultural connections. The UAE is an

important economic partner and source of remittances

for Pakistan.

During a phone discussion, both leaders extended

Ramadan wishes and discussed the outcome of the

Abu Dhabi crown prince's recent visit. Crown Prince

Sheikh Khaled led a high-level delegation to Pakistan

on February 27, when five agreements were signed
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covering banking, railroads, mining, and infrastructure

investment. [Dawn] [Associated Press of Pakistan]

On February 11, Prime Minister Shehbaz met with UAE

President Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed in Abu Dhabi to

enhance mutual ties. The premier’s visit coincided with

the World Governments Summit, where he presented

Pakistan’s case for climate finance. The UAE continues

to play an important role in Pakistan's economic

growth by offering financial assistance and investment

opportunities. [Dawn 2]

Pakistan reaffirms ties with Saudi Arabia

(sn) Pakistan’s Deputy Prime Minister Ishaq Dar and

Saudi Arabia’s Ambassador Nawaf bin Said-Al Malki

have stated their intentions to strengthen existing ties,

particularly in trade and investment related sectors.

Though no specific details were provided, it highlights

Pakistan’s growing efforts to attract foreign investment

and strengthen existing regional ties. 

In October 2024, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia signed

several memoranda of understanding (MoUs) worth

USD 2.8 billion. The nations share ties also share ties in

defense and humanitarian engagements, including a

January maritime exercise between the respective

naval forces and the King Salman Humanitarian Aid

and Relief Center (KSrelief), which distributed 50,000

winter release kits in Pakistan in the same month.

[Arab News]

Seychelles, United Kingdom hold closing

ceremony for bilateral police partnership

(db) On March 6, 2025, President Wavel Ramkalawan

joined dignitaries and police officials in the Eden Bleu

hotel on Eden Island to celebrate the successful

completion of the three-year United Kingdom (UK)-

Seychelles Modernization Partnership Program. This

problem has been a collaborative effort between the

British High Commission and the Seychelles Police

Force initiated in 2021 to improve the operability and

decision-making of the Seychelles’ law enforcement

authorities.

The program was guided by three retired police

officials from the Police Service of Northern Ireland, Sir

George Hamilton, Philip Knox, and Raymond Murray,

who focused on strengthening leadership structures

and strategic planning within the Seychelles Police

Force.
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British High Commissioner Jeffrey Glekin emphasized

in his speech the transformative nature of the program

as well as the broader societal role of policing with

regard to ensuring a stable society. Glekin also pointed

out the importance of the strategic review from June

2022 for identifying structural problems and solutions

to modernize and professionalize the Seychelles’ police

authorities. Like Glekin, Ted Barbe, the Seychellois

Commissioner of Police praised the 2022 strategic

review, having led to the Seychelles Police Strategic

Plan 2023-2025. Barbe thanked all stakeholders

participating in the initiative’s implementation and

review.

Charles Errol Fonseka, the Seychellois Minister for

Foreign Affairs, expressed gratitude for the robust

partnership with the UK, particularly concerning

cybersecurity and border protection. Fonseka

emphasized the importance of providing policy

authorities with the necessary skills to maintain law

and order against increasing crime rates and social

decline.

Superintendent Jemmy Bouzin detailed the important

advancements of the program as well as plans to

guarantee its future progress. Notable

accomplishments Bouzin mentioned were upgraded

administrative structures for improved decision-

making; deepened knowledge of training requirements

via systematic learning analyses; streamlined

recruitment procedures to hire top candidates; pilot

schemes to adapt police work to local circumstances;

streamlined cross-agency cooperation, particularly

regarding child safeguarding; and technological

upgrades to make policing more efficient. [Office of the

President of the Republic of Seychelles]

Singapore works to expedite Indonesia’s

extradition request for businessman

(lm) Singapore is working to expedite Indonesia's

extradition request for businessman Paulus Tannos,

who is accused of corruption linked to Indonesia’s

electronic ID card project. Tannos has been living in

Singapore since 2017 and is currently in remand after

being arrested on January 17. The request marks the

first case under a new extradition treaty between

Singapore and Indonesia, which took effect in March

2024.

Tannos is accused of embezzling around USD 9.6

million between 2011 and 2013 while securing a rigged

tender for the government project, leading to a loss of

approximately USD 140 million. Despite having a
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diplomatic passport from Guinea-Bissau, Tannos is not

granted diplomatic immunity, as he is not accredited to

Singapore’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The extradition

request is under review, with the Attorney-General's

Chambers (AGC) and the Corrupt Practices

Investigation Bureau (CPIB) assessing the case.

If Tannos contests the extradition, the process could

take longer, with hearings possibly stretching up to two

years. If he does not contest, the extradition could be

completed in as little as six months. [Channel

NewsAsia]

Singapore and New Zealand reaffirm close

defense ties and bilateral cooperation

(rt) Singapore and New Zealand reaffirmed their

longstanding defense relations during Defense

Minister Ng Eng Hen’s visit to Auckland on March 9.

Minister Ng and his counterpart, Ms. Judith Collins, co-

chaired the fourth Singapore-New Zealand Defense

Ministers’ Meeting, where they discussed ways to

strengthen bilateral defense cooperation and enhance

collaboration on multilateral platforms, such as the

Five Power Defense Arrangements and the ASEAN

Defense Ministers’ Meeting-Plus.

Singapore’s Ministry of Defense (MINDEF) highlighted

that both countries have extensive interactions,

including high-level visits, cross-attendance of courses,

and professional exchanges.

During the visit, Minister Ng also met New Zealand

Prime Minister Christopher Luxon at the Asia-New

Zealand Foundation (ANZF) Meeting. Both leaders

discussed plans to elevate the Singapore-New Zealand

Enhanced Partnership in 2025. Minister Ng

emphasized that both nations "draw from the deep

reservoir of trust, respect, and shared values," noting

that, as small states, they understand the importance

of strong, long-term relationships. [The Straits Times]

[MINDEF]

South Korean National Assembly launches

bipartisan body to strengthen U.S.

alliance

(fn)The National Assembly of South Korea has

launched a bipartisan parliamentary body aimed at

reinforcing the country's alliance with the United

States. This initiative is designed to address economic
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difficulties and reaffirm the strategic partnership with

the U.S. during President Donald Trump's

administration. The body comprises of 162 legislators

from both the ruling People Power Party (PPP) and

opposition parties, with key roles including PPP

lawmaker Cho Kyung-tae and main opposition

Democratic Party (DP) lawmaker Chung Dong-young

serving as co-chairs, and PPP lawmaker Cho Jung-hun

and DP lawmaker Kim Young-bae as secretaries.

The body aims to promote regular exchanges, joint

research efforts, and enhanced bilateral cooperation,

particularly in high-tech industries and in boosting the

strategic value of the alliance. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea, US conduct joint military

drill

(dql) South Korean and U.S. troops conducted joint air

assault drills in Paju on March 11 to improve their

operational capabilities. Around 400 personnel from

South Korea’s 1st Infantry Division and the U.S. 2nd

Infantry Division/ROK-US Combined Division's Stryker

Brigade participated, with South Korean forces leading

the exercise. The drills involved approximately ten

pieces of equipment, including six Surion KUH

helicopters and a reconnaissance drone.

The exercise coincided with the annual Freedom Shield

computer-simulated exercise, aimed at enhancing

defense cooperation against North Korean threats.

This year’s Freedom Shield, which began on March 10,

will run for 11 days, with 19,000 South Korean troops

and 16 large-scale drills planned, an increase from last

year’s 10. [Yonhap News Agency] [U.S. Indo-Pacific

Command]

South Korea and Poland strengthen

defense cooperation, advance arms

export talks

(kp) South Korea and Poland have reaffirmed their

commitment to expanding defense cooperation,

pledging full support for swift arms export deals. South

Korean Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul and Polish

counterpart Radoslaw Sikorski met in Warsaw on

March 5, emphasizing defense as a cornerstone of

bilateral relations. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Poland]

Under a USD 12.4 billion agreement signed in July

2022, South Korea is supplying Poland with K2 tanks,
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K9 howitzers, FA-50 aircraft, and Chunmoo rocket

launchers. During his visit, Cho toured the 23rd Tactical

Air Base in Minsk Mazowiecki, where FA-50 aircraft are

stationed. According to the press briefing released by

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Cho also highlighted

deepening economic diplomacy, noting that Poland is

now South Korea’s fifth-largest trading partner in the

EU and the top Asian investor in the country. He urged

continued support for Korean businesses operating in

Poland and emphasized the importance of a stable

economic environment. The ministers signed an action

plan to guide bilateral cooperation from 2025 to 2028,

expanding engagement in energy, infrastructure, and

trans-regional security under the NATO-IP4 framework.

[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Korea]

The ministers also condemned North Korea’s nuclear

and missile programs and its military ties with Russia,

stressing the need for a unified international response.

Cho reaffirmed South Korea’s support for Ukraine’s

reconstruction and later met with representatives from

13 South Korean companies to discuss trade and

investment. His visit was the first by a South Korean

foreign minister to Poland in six years. [Yonhap News

Agency]

South Korea criticizes Russia for

supporting North Korea's military build-

up

(fn) South Korea has expressed strong objections to

Russia's backing of North Korea's military expansion,

urging on Moscow to encourage Pyongyang to engage

in diplomatic talks if it truly desires peace in the region.

This statement came after the Russian foreign ministry

asserted that North Korea's initiatives to bolster its

defense capabilities were "fully justified" due to

perceived external security threats.

In response, a South Korean official criticized Russia's

stance, highlighting that North Korea’s advancements

in nuclear and missile technology breach U.N. Security

Council resolutions, jeopardizing regional stability.

South Korea reiterated that its collaborative military

drills with the U.S. are defensive in nature and

essential for safeguarding its citizens against North

Korea’s escalating threats.

As the annual Freedom Shield drills are about to

commence, North Korean state media issued a

warning, threatening severe repercussions for the

military activities of the U.S. and South Korea, which it

claims will worsen the security situation on the Korean

Peninsula. [Yonhap News Agency]
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Sri Lanka seeks final response from

India’s Adani Group regarding exit from

wind power project

(lm) Sri Lanka remains open to renegotiating the USD

442 million Adani Green Energy wind power project in

Mannar despite the company’s formal withdrawal.

Energy Minister Kumara Jayakody confirmed that while

Adani informed the Board of Investment (BOI) of its

decision to exit, the government has sought a final

response from the company within two weeks. The

withdrawal followed disagreements over the proposed

electricity tariff, with the government insisting on a

lower rate comparable to Adani’s pricing in India [see

AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1 & AiR No. 8, February/2025,

4]. [Daily Mirror]

The project, initially signed under interim President

Ranil Wickremesinghe in May 2024, aimed to develop

484MW wind farms in Mannar and Pooneryn for local

consumption and export to India. However, the

current administration, led by President Anura Kumara

Dissanayake, objected to the proposed tariff of USD

0.08 per unit and sought a reduction. A Cabinet-

appointed committee is now reviewing pricing

structures for large-scale energy investments.

Japan and Sri Lanka conclude debt

restructuring agreements

(db) Japan has become the first bilateral creditor

among the Official Creditor Committee (OCC) to finalize

a debt restructuring agreement with Sri Lanka,

marking a critical step in the country’s economic

stabilization efforts. The agreement, covering USD 2.5

billion in external debt, was formalized at a signing

ceremony on March 7 at the Ministry of Finance.

The deal includes an Exchange of Notes between Sri

Lanka’s Finance Secretary Mahinda Siriwardana and

Japanese Ambassador Akio Isomata, as well as an

Amendment Agreement signed with the Japan

International Cooperation Agency (JICA) Chief

Representative Tetsuya Yamada. The restructuring will

revise repayment conditions for Japanese Official

Development Assistance (ODA) loans, ensuring

continued support for key infrastructure projects such

as the expansion of Bandaranaike International Airport

(BIA).
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Japanese officials emphasized that while debt

restructuring is a crucial milestone, it alone will not be

enough to restore investor confidence. Isomata noted

that Sri Lanka must conclude similar agreements with

other creditors and sustain economic reforms backed

by the International Monetary Fund (IMF).

JICA’s Yamada reaffirmed Japan’s commitment to Sri

Lanka’s long-term development, particularly in public

financial management, energy sector reforms, and

anti-corruption efforts. He also stressed Sri Lanka’s

geostrategic importance in the Indian Ocean,

underlining that its stability is vital for the broader

Asia-Pacific region.

Japan has played a leading role in Sri Lanka’s external

debt restructuring process, co-chairing the OCC

alongside France and India. The agreement allows Sri

Lanka to resume Japanese-funded development

projects, signaling Tokyo’s continued confidence in Sri

Lanka’s economic recovery. [Ada Derana] [Daily News]

[Daily Mirrror 1] [Daily Mirror 2]

US policy expert highlights opportunities

for cooperation with Sri Lanka in

biotechnology and energy

(lm) Sri Lanka has significant opportunities to

strengthen economic ties with the United States,

particularly in biotechnology and energy, according to

Eric Hontz, Director at the Center for International

Private Enterprise (CIPE). Speaking at a webinar hosted

by the Pathfinder Foundation and the Heritage

Foundation, Hontz emphasized that Sri Lanka could

benefit from collaborations with the US, especially as

President Donald Trump’s administration restructures

trade policies.

Hontz noted that biotechnology partnerships could

help Sri Lanka mitigate crop losses and enhance food

security. He also highlighted Washington’s increasing

focus on blending economic policies with national

security strategies, which could create new investment

opportunities for Sri Lanka in free-market-driven

reforms. The US government, he added, is interested

in working with business chambers and associations to

implement a “regulatory guillotine” approach—

eliminating outdated regulations to foster a more

business-friendly environment.

Sri Lankan representatives at the webinar

acknowledged the evolving US foreign policy and its

impact on bilateral trade. While Sri Lanka currently

enjoys a favorable trade balance with the US, they
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pointed out that shifting geopolitical dynamics have

affected investment prospects, particularly in energy

and port development. [Daily Mirror]

Taiwan responds to China's renewed

"reunification" push and strategic

overtures

(ce) Taiwan is closely monitoring China's latest

pronouncements on "reunification," which signal a

strategic shift towards a more nuanced approach.

Premier Li Qiang's annual work report reaffirmed

Beijing's unwavering commitment to reunify Taiwan,

while notably including a call for cooperation with

"fellow Chinese in Taiwan" to achieve national

rejuvenation. This dual strategy suggests a calculated

attempt to sway Taiwanese society through planned

cultural and religious exchanges.

However, this overture occurs alongside a significant

increase in China's military budget, raising concerns

about escalating pressure. Following China's

announcement of a 7.2 percent increase in its defense

budget, Taiwan's Mainland Affairs Council (MAC) has

called on Beijing to exercise restraint. The MAC on 3

March, expressed concern over China's consistent

military expansion and its destabilizing actions in the

region, highlighting the repeated dispatch of military

aircraft and vessels to disrupt Taiwan. They also

pointed to China's disregard for international norms

through live-fire drills near Vietnam, Australia, and

New Zealand, as well as the unilateral designation of a

live-fire exercise zone off the coast of Kaohsiung and

Pingtung, which jeopardizes maritime safety and

escalates regional tensions (see Air, No. 9, March/2025,

1). [Taiwan News]

This concern was further amplified on March 9, when

China's military issued a stark warning, stating it would

"tighten its noose" around Taiwan if separatism

intensified. The warning, reported by state media,

urged proponents of independence to step back from

the "edge of the cliff" or face dire consequences. This

direct threat underscores the increasing military

pressure Taiwan faces, complementing China's

attempts at internal influence. [Channel News

Asia]        

Taiwanese officials view China's outreach as a strategic

maneuver to sow division and enhance Beijing's

influence within the island. Simultaneously, China

maintains its unwavering opposition to "external

interference," a clear reference to US involvement, and

vows to "resolutely oppose" any separatist activities
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advocating for Taiwan's independence. This stance is

set against a backdrop of escalating geopolitical

tensions between China and the US, encompassing

trade disputes and military activities.

Despite these multifaceted pressures, President Lai

Ching-te has consistently reiterated Taiwan's

commitment to self-determination. He has repeatedly

offered dialogue with Beijing, but these overtures have

been met with rejection, with China labeling him a

"separatist. [Reuters]

US condemns China's coercive tactics as

Taiwan rejects "province" claims

(ce) The United States has condemned China's

persistent efforts to isolate Taiwan, accusing Beijing of

"coercive" manipulation of UN Resolution 2758. This

rebuke aligns with Taiwan's own strong rejection of

China's claim that it can only be represented in the UN

as "Taiwan, Province of China." Taiwan asserts that the

international community recognizes the distinct

entities of democratic Taiwan and autocratic China.

Central to this dispute is the interpretation of UN

Resolution 2758. The US directly challenges China's

assertion that the resolution grants it authority over

Taiwan, emphasizing that it does not restrict nations

from engaging with Taiwan or prevent its participation

in UN-related activities. This stance directly contradicts

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi's claims that the

resolution settles the issue of representation for "all of

China, including Taiwan," within the UN. [Focus

Taiwan]

Taiwan's Mainland Affairs Council (MAC) has issued a

robust counterstatement underscoring that Resolution

2758, adopted in 1971 to address China's

representation in the UN, does not mention Taiwan or

authorize the People's Republic of China (PRC) to

represent the Taiwanese people. They emphasize

Taiwan's independent sovereignty, stating it has never

been a part of the PRC, and affirmed that only its

democratically elected government can represent its

citizens. The MAC also accused Beijing of deliberately

distorting the resolution to endorse the "one China"

principle, a claim rejected by both the international

community and the Taiwanese people

Further reinforcing Taiwan's position, Minister of

Foreign Affairs Lin Chia-lung highlighted the

widespread support for Taiwan's interpretation of

Resolution 2758 among democratic nations, including

the US, Australia, and members of the European
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Parliament. He emphasized that the US Department of

State has also confirmed that the resolution does not

address Taiwan's right to engage in international

relations or join international organizations. Taiwan

views China's misinterpretation as a strategic

maneuver to reframe the "Taiwan issue" as an internal

matter, justifying potential annexation and preventing

international intervention. This tactic, which seeks to

reduce Taiwan's international presence, is consistent

with China's broader efforts to exclude Taiwan from

other international forums. [Taipei Times]

U.S. President Trump’s defense secretary

pick calls on Taiwan to raise defense

spending to 10 percent of GDP

(na) In a Senate confirmation hearing on March 4, U.S.

President Donald Trump's nominee for a key Pentagon

post said Taiwan must quadruple its defense spending

to 10 percent of GDP.

Elbridge Colby, the Pentagon's current No. 3

undersecretary of defense for strategy nomination,

told the Senate Armed Services Committee that

Taiwan's defense budget is “well below 3 percent.”

Colby agreed with Trump that Taipei “should be more

like 10% or something in that ballpark,” defending the

island.

Colby stated earlier in the hearing that “[l]osing

Taiwan, Taiwan’s fall, would be a disaster for American

interests.” He said the U.S. military balance with China

in the region has deteriorated so much that a fight with

China may destroy the military. Colby worried the U.S.

was unprepared for a war with China. “It is vital for us

to focus and enable our own forces for an effective

and reasonable defense of Taiwan, and for the

Taiwanese, as well as the Japanese, to do more,” the

nominee added.

Colby, a “prioritizer,” wants the U.S. to focus on China

rather than Europe and the Middle East. He has been

criticized by pro-Israel MPs and journalists for being

too lenient toward a nuclear Iran. He admitted that

some senators may disagree, but he is dedicated to a

foreign and defense policy that “realistically” protects

and enhances American security, liberties, and

prosperity.

The first Trump administration appointed Colby deputy

assistant secretary of defense for strategy and force

development. He co-led the 2018 National Defense

policy, which changed Pentagon policy from a “two-war

construct” to a “one-war” or “one-and-a-half war”
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design. The goal was to focus on a large power like

China or Russia rather than several weaker foes like

terrorist groups or renegade states. [Nikkie Asia]

US house committee approves bipartisan

bill to support Taiwan's IMF membership

(ce) The US House Financial Services Committee has

taken a significant step to strengthen Taiwan's global

financial standing by approving a bipartisan bill

advocating for its membership in the International

Monetary Fund (IMF). [Young Kim, House] [Focus

Taiwan]

Representative Young Kim, a leading supporter of the

bill, argued that excluding Taiwan from the IMF would

be "absurd," given its role as a major US trade partner

and a significant holder of foreign exchange reserves.

She also expressed concerns about China's non-

transparent lending practices, suggesting that Taiwan's

inclusion would foster more "effective international

cooperation," (see AiR No. 6, February/2025, 2)

The legislation directs the US government to actively

support Taiwan’s admission as a full IMF member,

including its participation in essential IMF activities

such as economic surveillance and technical

assistance. Taiwan's membership would also pave the

way for its inclusion in other critical financial

organizations, like the World Bank.

This bipartisan effort highlights a growing recognition

in the US of Taiwan's economic significance and its

potential to contribute to global financial stability.

Additionally, the bill reaffirms the principles of the

Taiwan Relations Act, which opposes Taiwan’s

exclusion from international organization.

Taiwan becomes 7th largest US trading

partner

(ce) Taiwan's trade relationship with the United States

has experienced a remarkable surge, with the island

nation now ranked as the US' seventh-largest trading

partner. A recent Executive Yuan trade report reveals

that bilateral trade between the two economies soared

to US$158.6 billion in 2024, representing a substantial

24.2 percent increase from the previous year. This

growth highlights the strengthening economic ties

between Taiwan and the US, now accounting for nearly

3 percent of total US trade.  
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This trade surge has led to a significant imbalance, with

US imports from Taiwan rising by 32.5 percent, while

exports to Taiwan grew by only 6 percent.

Consequently, the US trade deficit with Taiwan reached

nearly $74 billion, a 54.6 percent increase.

The Ministry of Economic Affairs attributes this export

boom to several factors, including the ongoing trade

tensions between the US and China, government

initiatives to attract investment from overseas

Taiwanese businesses, and the burgeoning demand

for ICT products driven by the rise of artificial

intelligence. Notably, automatic data processing

equipment and components, along with integrated

circuits (ICs), emerged as the leading export categories.

The export of automatic data processing equipment

saw an astounding 140 percent increase, while IC

exports more than doubled. This growth has solidified

the US as a major destination for Taiwan's advanced

technology products. [Taipei Times]

Cambodia and Thailand address border

issues during General Border Committee

meeting

(hrs/lm) Thailand and Cambodia were set to discuss

several border-related issues during the General

Border Committee meeting on March 8, including the

fire that destroyed the Tri Muk Pavilion, a structure

built jointly by Thai, Cambodian, and Laotian soldiers

three decades ago in the Emerald Triangle, a forested

border region. At the time of writing, no official

readout was available regarding the discussions.

Officials have dismissed online speculation that the fire

was an act of hostility, clarifying that it spread from a

nearby village. The Royal Thai Army is reviewing older

video clips circulating online that show Cambodian

soldiers lowering a Thai flag and cutting barbed wire,

but these videos have been confirmed as unrelated to

the fire. Thai and Cambodian authorities are expected

to resolve the issue through diplomatic channels.

[Bangkok Post]

In related updates, the Prasat Ta Muean Thom temple,

a 13th-century Khmer site located near the Thai-

Cambodian border in Surin province, has reopened

after a brief closure caused by a nationalist song

controversy. The closure followed an incident on

February 13, when a group of Cambodian women was

seen singing a nationalist song at the temple,

prompting a brief confrontation with Thai soldiers. This

event sparked heated nationalist debates, with

comparisons drawn to the long-standing Preah Vihear
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temple dispute, which has been at the center of border

tensions between the two countries. [Bangkok Post]

In 1962, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruled

that the temple was in Cambodian territory, but

Thailand has continued to contest the surrounding

land. The issue led to armed clashes between Thai and

Cambodian forces in 2008 and 2011, straining

diplomatic ties between the two countries.

Malaysia and Thailand discuss

transnational flood prevention plan and

progress on road construction project

(bk/tl) On March 6, Thai Prime Minister Paetongtarn

Shinawatra and Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar

Ibrahim discussed strategies for flood prevention in

the Golok River basin, which forms the border between

Thailand’s Narathiwat province and Malaysia’s

Kelantan state. The two leaders held a phone

conversation while Paetongtarn was in Germany,

where they exchanged ideas and measures to address

the recurring flooding issues in the river basin, which

has impacted residents in both countries for several

years.

During the call, Paetongtarn requested Malaysia's

assistance in drafting two key memorandums of

understanding (MOUs). The first MOU would cover a

border survey and the installation of fixed boundary

markers along the Golok River, aimed at clarifying the

border and preventing future disputes. The second

MOU would focus on developing an integrated river

basin management action plan to address flooding

systematically and sustainably.

These MOUs are intended to establish a framework for

joint cooperation between Thailand and Malaysia to

tackle both flooding and boundary-related concerns in

a coordinated manner.

In addition to the flood prevention measures,

Paetongtarn also urged Malaysia to expedite the

construction of a road that will connect the new Sadao

border checkpoint in Thailand with the Bukit Kayu

Hitam checkpoint in Malaysia. The road will facilitate

trade and travel between the two countries, benefiting

local communities. Thailand expects to complete its

side of the road by October this year. [The Nation]

In a post, following the talk, Anwar unveiled that the

peace dialogue process in southern Thailand was

addressed, including the appointment of a new chief

negotiator. [Malay Mail]
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Four Chinese nationals arrested in

Bangkok for operating online gambling

websites

(bk) Tourist Police in Bangkok arrested four Chinese

men on March 7 for operating online gambling

websites from a luxury house in the city. The suspects

had initially entered Thailand on 60-day tourist and

short-term business visas but later changed their

status to student visas at a Buddhist university in

Nakhon Pathom province, in an attempt to stay in the

country while engaging in illegal activities.

The police seized four computers and eight mobile

phones, revealing that the suspects were web

administrators and programmers for a network of

online gambling websites. These websites were

reportedly connected and catered to customers in

China. One of the suspects allegedly confessed to

earning around THB 1.6 million (USD 47,450) per

month for his work as a web administrator and

claimed to have earned about THB 1 million (USD

29,656) per program they wrote for clients in China.

The suspects were reportedly taking orders from the

owner of the gambling network, identified as

"Michael," who is based in China.

The arrest is part of the Royal Thai Police's broader

effort to crack down on illegal activities involving

foreign nationals. This includes targeting those who

have entered Thailand illegally or are using the country

as a base for illicit operations, particularly activities

connected to transnational criminal organizations. [The

Nation]

Thailand and Hong Kong to cooperate in

combatting human trafficking

(hrs) Thailand’s Justice Minister Tawee Sodsong hosted

Hong Kong’s Secretary for Security Tang Ping-keung

and his delegation during their official visit to Bangkok.

The meeting particularly emphasized the recent

successful rescue of 48 Hong Kong nationals who had

been trafficked into Myanmar to work for fraudulent

call centers. Tang expressed his thanks to Thailand for

the authorities’ key role in coordinating the rescue

operations.

The meeting also saw an agreement from both sides to

strengthen cooperation in combating transnational

crimes – Thailand proposed a joint Thai-Hong Kong
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working group for seamless information sharing and

financial trafficking to effectively target transnational

trafficking networks, as well as conducting seminars to

enhance law-enforcement strategies.

The Hong Kong delegation also reaffirmed their

commitment to cooperate with Thai authorities and

collaborate to protect victims, disrupt criminal

networks and safeguard Thailand’s reputation as a safe

touristic destination. [The Nation]

US raises concerns over Thailand’s new

tech crime law, but government pushes

ahead

(lm) The United States has expressed concerns over

Thailand’s amended emergency decree on technology

crime, warning that it could impact digital platforms

and international tech companies. Digital Economy and

Society Minister Prasert Jantararuangtong confirmed

receiving a letter from the US embassy, but stated that

the government will proceed with enforcement.

Approved by the Thai cabinet on January 28, the draft

amendment introduces joint liability for banks, mobile

operators, and digital platforms if they fail to comply

with measures aimed at protecting users from

technology crimes. The law also expands penalties for

data privacy violations and mandates telecom

providers to suspend SIM cards linked to fraud.

The decree is currently under review by the Council of

State, with officials expecting it to be published in the

Royal Gazette soon. The Thai Bankers’ Association and

telecom operators have also raised concerns, but the

government has refused to disclose final details before

implementation, citing fears of lobbying.

Minister Prasert argued that the law is necessary to

combat online scams, noting that financial losses from

fraud have dropped from THB 100 million (USD 2.9

million) per day to THB 33 million (USD 958,000)

following Thailand’s crackdown on scam operations in

Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia. However, experts

warn that international platforms, particularly US-

based companies, could be affected by new liabilities

under the decree. [Bangkok Post]

Israel expands quota for Thai workers

(msz) Israeli Labor Minister Rabbi Yoav Ben Tzur on

March 5 announced the expansion of the quota for
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Thai workers in agriculture and construction sectors to

21,000 jobs in 2025. His announcement came following

his meeting with Thai counterpart Phiphat

Ratchakitprakarn. The Israeli minister was on an official

visit to Thailand.

The expansion would result in 13,000 workers for the

agriculture sector and 8,500 for the construction

sector. Israel also aims to welcome Thai workers into

the service sector, including hotels, restaurants, and

nursing care. Israel also aims to hire up to 200,000 Thai

workers across various sectors, including construction,

hospitality, and elderly care. As regards the safety of

Thai workers, Ben Tzur assured that they would only

be permitted to work in designated safe zones in the

central region, while there would be bunkers set up

near worksites to ensure labor safety.

Ben Tzur added that Israel seeks to recruit around

300,000 workers from countries such as Cambodia,

Mexico, and Thailand. Israel has an urgent need for

workers to rebuild infrastructure and businesses

following the government’s ban on Palestinian workers

after the Hamas attack on Israel on October 7, 2023,

with 150,000 Palestinian workers having left the

country. [Bangkok Post]

Portugal partners with Timor-Leste in the

search for metallic minerals

(lm) Portugal’s National Energy and Geology

Laboratory (LNEG) is collaborating with Timor-Leste’s

Geosciences Institute to assess the mineral potential of

the Southeast Asian nation. The project has identified

potential reserves of gold, chromium, nickel, and

copper, all crucial minerals for modern industries.

The initiative aims to define areas with high

probabilities of containing metallic minerals, and if

confirmed, specialized companies will evaluate the

commercial viability of these resources. The project

follows an initial inventory and will proceed with

deeper investigations on-site.

This cooperation is key to Timor-Leste’s sustainable

development, as metallic mineral extraction could

diversify the country’s economy, shifting away from

reliance on fossil fuels, which have long been its main

revenue source.

The collaboration between Portugal and Timor-Leste,

formalized through a memorandum of understanding,

also includes training for Timorese personnel, with two

individuals set to undergo training at LNEG’s Aljustrel
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campus in Portugal. The strong relationship between

Timor-Leste and Portugal stems from historical ties, as

Portugal was the colonial power in East Timor until the

country’s independence in 2002. [the macao news]

Laos and Vietnam strengthen defence ties

to enhance regional security and

cooperation

(hn) Vietnam’s Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh met

with Lao Deputy Minister of National Defence Lieut.

Gen. Saichay Kommasith in Hanoi on March 5,

emphasizing the importance of Vietnam-Laos defence

ties. Chinh reaffirmed Vietnam’s commitment to

supporting Laos in national defence and sustainable

growth, highlighting defence cooperation as a key pillar

of their bilateral relationship. This includes joint

military planning, intelligence sharing, strategic

consultations, and human resources training.

Lieut. Gen. Kommasith reported on the successful talks

between the General Staffs of the two countries, which

led to agreements to enhance strategic consultations,

border security coordination, and collaboration in

logistics, IT, and the defence industries. Both sides

pledged to implement the 2024 Vietnam-Laos High-

Level Agreement and to build on the outcomes from

the recent trilateral meeting with Cambodia.

Chinh urged both countries’ armed forces to

strengthen military exchanges, cybersecurity

cooperation, and border management to ensure

regional peace and stability. He also emphasized the

importance of promoting awareness of the Vietnam-

Laos friendship and comprehensive partnership. [Viet

Nam News 1]

In a separate meeting, General Nguyen Tan Cuong of

the Vietnam People’s Army and Lieut. Gen. Kommasith

outlined key areas for future cooperation, including

enhancing strategic dialogue, human resources

training, and collaboration in logistics, IT, and the

defence industries. They also reaffirmed their

commitment to strengthening border security, mutual

support at international forums, and implementing the

2024 Vietnam-Laos high-level agreement.

General Cuong highlighted that defence cooperation

has become a core pillar of the Vietnam-Laos

relationship, yielding tangible results, especially in

border security and military training. Lieut. Gen.

Kommasith underscored the growing depth and

practicality of the partnership, agreeing to further
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promote bilateral ties based on signed agreements.

[Viet Nam News 2]

Indonesia and Vietnam agree to upgrade

strategic ties to Comprehensive Strategic

Partnership

(lm) Indonesia and Vietnam have agreed to elevate

their bilateral relationship to a Comprehensive

Strategic Partnership, marking a historic milestone

aimed at strengthening cooperation and contributing

to peace, development, and prosperity in ASEAN and

globally. This decision was made during talks between

Vietnamese Party General Secretary To Lam and

Indonesian President Prabowo Subianto on March 10,

following a welcome ceremony as part of a state visit

by the Vietnamese delegation from March 9-11.

The two leaders emphasized the strong bilateral ties,

particularly since the establishment of their Strategic

Partnership in 2013. Building on this foundation, they

agreed to enhance exchanges and high-level contacts

across all channels, implement cooperation

mechanisms, and develop an Action Plan to boost

collaboration in various sectors, including defense and

security, economic cooperation, and people-to-people

exchanges. [Viet Nam News 1]

During the visit, Vietnamese Minister of National

Defence General Phan Van Giang met with Indonesian

Minister of Defence Sjafrie Sjamsoeddin to further

strengthen defense ties. They discussed expanding

cooperation in defense, maritime law enforcement,

and military training. Both officials agreed to deepen

defense collaboration, with a focus on intelligence

sharing, counterterrorism efforts, and combating

transnational crimes. They also emphasized increased

exchanges between maritime law enforcement forces

and joint responses to sea-related issues.

In addition to defense, the leaders agreed to enhance

economic ties, with a goal of reaching USD 18 billion in

bilateral trade. Priority areas include agriculture, the

digital and green economies, energy transition, and

electric vehicle development. [Viet Nam News 2]

This upgraded partnership also underscores the

shared commitment of both nations to strengthen

cooperation on regional security, particularly in the

South China Sea, where both Indonesia and Vietnam

have overlapping claims. [Channel NewsAsia]
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Japan and Vietnam strengthen

cooperation for mutual growth

(lm) Vietnam's Deputy Prime Minister emphasized the

importance of foreign investment in Vietnam’s

economy during a meeting with Japan’s International

Friendship Exchange Council (FEC) delegation. He

called on Japanese firms to increase investments in

high-tech industries, digital transformation, innovation,

and new energy.

The Deputy Prime Minister highlighted the strong and

growing comprehensive strategic partnership between

Vietnam and Japan, particularly in economic sectors.

He expressed gratitude to Japan for its significant

contributions to Vietnam's sustainable development,

including capital, technology, and access to global

markets.

He urged Japanese businesses to take a more

proactive role in infrastructure projects like the North-

South high-speed railway and urban railways, and

emphasized that Vietnam's government remains

committed to creating favorable conditions for

Japanese firms.

FEC Chairman Onoi Yoshiki expressed confidence in

the potential for future partnerships and affirmed that

FEC’s skilled technical enterprises are eager to expand

their investments in Vietnam, particularly in technology

and engineering sectors. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnamese cement exporters urged to

cooperate amid Philippine tariff

investigation

(hn) The Philippine Department of Trade and Industry

(DTI) has identified 33 cement exporters supplying the

Philippine market, including Vietnamese companies.

However, only 9 out of 33 exporters responded to DTI’s

questionnaires, with six of them being Vietnamese.

Thus, the Vietnam Trade Office in the Philippines has

urged Vietnamese exporters to cooperate actively

during the investigation to avoid potential negative

outcomes.

Vietnam is the largest exporter of cement to the

Philippines, with cement exports reaching an

estimated 7.2 million tons in 2024, accounting for 94.4

percent of the market share. Given these numbers, the

new tariff could have a major impact on Vietnam’s

cement export sector.
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To minimize losses, the Trade Office recommended

that exporters submit relevant information during the

formal investigation to ensure decisions are based on

accurate data. The investigation focuses on the impact

of imported cement on the domestic Philippine

industry.

The provisional safeguard duties, which are set at

approximately USD 6.9, were imposed following a

preliminary investigation initiated by the Philippine

government on February 20. These duties will be

enforced for 200 days while a formal investigation is

conducted by the Philippine Tariff Commission. [Viet

Nam News]

Singapore and Vietnam expected to

elevate ties to Comprehensive Strategic

Partnership

(lm) Vietnam and Singapore are set to elevate their

relationship to a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership,

marking a significant milestone in their diplomatic ties.

This upgrade follows a series of high-level visits and

discussions, including the ongoing official visit of

Vietnam's Party General Secretary To Lam to Singapore

from March 11-13.

The visit underscores the strong political trust and

long-standing cooperation between the two countries,

which was established in 1973 and upgraded to a

Strategic Partnership in 2013. During the visit, both

sides will discuss ways to enhance cooperation in

various emerging fields, including clean energy, science

and technology, and financial sector development.

Vietnam, with its vast potential in renewable energy,

and Singapore, with its high demand, are particularly

focused on energy cooperation to meet net-zero goals

by 2050.

Additionally, the two countries will look to expand their

collaboration in areas such as digital transformation,

applied science, and the operation of world-class

seaports. The Vietnam-Singapore Industrial Parks

(VSIP) project, a key symbol of their economic

relationship, will also be discussed, with plans to

transition from labor-intensive industries to high-value,

technology-driven sectors. [Viet Nam News 1] [Viet

Nam News 2] [Prensa Latina]

Vietnam to sign US deals as trade, energy

officials meet
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(lm) Vietnam is set to sign agreements with the United

States this week following meetings between

Vietnamese Trade Minister Nguyen Hong Dien and US

trade and energy officials, according to a government

document. This move comes after Vietnam sent

conciliatory messages to Washington in an effort to

prevent potential tariffs from the Trump

administration, which could be imposed due to

Vietnam's large trade surplus with the US.

Minister Dien, who also handles energy and industry

policy, is scheduled to travel to the US on March 13,

where he will meet with US Trade Representative

Jamieson Greer. While the details of the deals or

discussions have not been publicly disclosed, officials

have indicated that Vietnam intends to purchase US

liquefied natural gas (LNG) for its developing industry

and may consider revising tariffs on various imports,

including ethanol, LNG, and agricultural products.

State-controlled energy companies, including

PetroVietnam Gas, PetroVietnam Power, and the

electricity distributor EVN, are also part of the

delegation accompanying Dien. The meetings are part

of regular sessions under the US-Vietnam Trade and

Investment Framework Agreement, signed in 2007.

Dien is expected to meet with Greer, US energy

department officials, and sign several agreements

before meeting with US commerce department

officials and industry groups interested in Vietnam.

[Channel NewsAsia]

French frigate Provence visits Vietnam

(hn) The French multi-mission frigate Provence arrived

in Ho Chi Minh City on March 1 for a week-long visit,

reinforcing France’s commitment to regional security

and stability in the Indo-Pacific. The frigate, part of

France's aircraft carrier battle group, docked at Lotus

Port in District 7 as part of Operation Clemenceau 25, a

deployment across the region.

Following the visit, the Provence was set to conduct

joint maritime search and rescue exercises with the

Vietnam Coast Guard Region 3, further enhancing

maritime security cooperation. This visit reflects

France's broader Indo-Pacific strategy and comes

ahead of a comprehensive strategic partnership

agreement between France and Vietnam, which is

expected to be finalized soon. [Tuoi Tre News]
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Vietnam-Kyrgyzstan strengthen

cooperation across multiple sectors

(hn/lm) Vietnam and Kyrgyzstan have reaffirmed their

commitment to deepening ties across various sectors

during Kyrgyz Prime Minister Adylbek Kasymaliev’s

official visit to Vietnam from March 6-7. This visit, the

first by a Kyrgyz chairman of the Cabinet of Ministers

since the establishment of diplomatic relations, set the

stage for enhanced political, economic, and cultural

collaboration.

All four pillars of Vietnam’s leadership—State President

Luong Cuong, Party General Secretary To Lam, Prime

Minister Pham Minh Chinh, and National Assembly

Chairman Tran Thanh Man—met with Kyrgyz Prime

Minister Adylbek Kasymaliev, reaffirming Vietnam’s

high-level commitment to strengthening bilateral

relations. [Viet Nam News 1] [Viet Nam News 2] [Viet

Nam News 3] [Viet Nam News 4]

Both sides agreed to upgrade bilateral relations to a

Comprehensive Partnership at an appropriate time

and emphasized the importance of high-level

exchanges and intergovernmental cooperation. The

visit also saw discussions on trade, investment,

infrastructure, energy, agriculture, digitalization, and

tourism, with a focus on establishing a Vietnam-

Kyrgyzstan Intergovernmental Committee on Economic

and Trade Cooperation to boost economic ties.

Vietnam and Kyrgyzstan will work towards enhancing

trade connectivity, supporting enterprises, and

increasing investment flows. Both sides recognized the

benefits of the Vietnam-Eurasian Economic Union Free

Trade Agreement (FTA) and pledged to maximize its

potential. They also committed to improving the legal

framework for business cooperation, including

agreements on economic collaboration, double

taxation avoidance, and investment protection.

Transport links were another priority, with plans to

enhance multimodal freight transport and explore

direct air routes to support trade and tourism. The two

nations also agreed to expand people-to-people and

cultural exchanges, encourage cooperation in

education, and promote tourism by simplifying travel

procedures.

On regional and global issues, both sides stressed the

importance of peaceful dispute resolution in the South

China Sea based on international law. Vietnam

affirmed its support for Kyrgyzstan’s engagement with

ASEAN, while Kyrgyzstan expressed willingness to

facilitate Vietnam’s ties with Central Asian nations. [Viet

Nam News 5]
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Announcements

 

 

Upcoming online events

12 March 2025@ 10:00 – 11:30 a.m. (GMT-5), The

Heritage Foundation, USA

From Special Relationship to Strategic

Partnership: The Future of U.S.-Israel

Relations

This event, held by The Heritage Foundation, looks to

the future of U.S.-Israel relations as the current

Memorandum of Understanding comes to an end in

2028. Specialists will talk about solidifying this

important partnership as regional security dynamics

evolve, such as the effect of the Abraham Accords and

the October 7, 2023, Hamas attack. With growing

threats around the world, the U.S. has to re-examine

its commitments. Take part in the conversation on how

to make U.S.-Israel relations a more profound,

strategic partnership. For more information, see [The

Heritage Foundation].

12 March 2025@ 10:30 – 11:30 a.m. (GMT-5),

Stimson, USA

Arms Transfer Trends in an Uncertain

World

Join the Stimson Center and SIPRI for a webinar that

examines trends in international arms transfers amidst

growing geopolitical uncertainty. Drawing on fresh

SIPRI data, experts will explore the interconnectedness

of trends in arms trade patterns and emerging

developments around the world, examining their
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consequences for international peace and security.

The United States' position in the global arms trade,

such as arms transfers to Ukraine and the Middle East,

will be discussed. Learn about the wider ramifications

of these advances. For more information, see

[Stimson].

12 March 2025 @ 4:00 – 5:00 p.m. (GMT+1), Finnish

Institute of International Affairs, Finland

President Trump, Emergency and

Executive Powers

In this episode of Transatlantic Currents, President

Trump's reliance on emergency declarations and

executive orders is examined by Elizabeth Goitein, a

specialist at the Brennan Center for Justice. Trump has

declared seven national emergencies and over 70

executive orders on topics such as immigration,

energy, and foreign policy. The conversation addresses

the constitutional foundation of presidential

emergency authority, its limits, congressional and

judicial constraints, and its effects on U.S. foreign

policy. Study how these powers impact governance

and international relations. For more information, see

[FIIA].

12 March 2025 @ 2:00 – 3:00 p.m. (GMT+5), The

Center for American Progress

Congressional Response to Trump’s

National Security Chaos

Join the Center for American Progress for a hybrid

event as Rep. Adam Smith (D-WA), Ranking Member of

the House Armed Services Committee, joins

Ambassador Patrick Gaspard to discuss rising tensions

with allies, the politicization of the military, and the

Trump presidency's chaotic start that has alienated the

U.S. from the world. Members will discuss ways in

which Congress can hold the administration

accountable and help forge a stronger national

security vision for the future in times of increasing

uncertainty. For more information, see [CAP].

17 March 2025 @ 6:15 – 7:15 p.m. (GMT+11), Lowy

Institute, Australia

The Future of the Australia–US alliance
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The US-Australia alliance is at the center of Australian

strategic policy, but is it moving fast enough to address

current security concerns? Evan Feigenbaum, Courtney

Stewart, and Matthew Sussex explore how the two

nations can deepen their cooperation to meet regional

threats, align defense priorities, and enhance

deterrence in the Indo-Pacific. They will also explore

whether more coordinated efforts can improve

management of risks from a second Trump

administration. The discussion is hosted by Susannah

Patton from the Lowy Institute. For more information,

see [Lowy Institute].

18 March 2025 @ 10:00 – 11:30 a.m. (GMT+7), Centre

on Asia and Globalization, Singapore

How can ASEAN ensure food security

amidst increasing global supply chain

disruptions?

Join the 14th Counterpoint Southeast Asia webinar on

March 18, 2025, and discover ASEAN's food security

issues amidst global supply chain disruptions. The

speakers will present the impacts of COVID-19, the

Russia-Ukraine war, and the Hamas-Israel war on food

imports and how the region reacted through initiatives

like the ASEAN Comprehensive Recovery Framework.

Other issues like U.S.-China trade tensions and climate

change will also be addressed. Learn how ASEAN can

build a more resilient and sustainable food system. For

more information, see [Centre on Asia and

Globalization].

18 March 2025 @ 6:15 – 7:15 p.m. (GMT+11), Lowy

Institute, Australia

Rose Gottemoeller: An unfolding peace

process in Ukraine

Rose Gottemoeller, a former NATO Deputy Secretary

General and arms control negotiator, writes of the

possibilities of peace in Ukraine, Europe's most lethal

conflict since World War II. With Donald Trump

promising a swift solution, crucial questions remain: Is

it possible to end the war justly for Ukrainians without

emboldening more Russian aggression? Gottemoeller

will analyze the evolving peace process and its

implications for European security, drawing from her

experience as a chief U.S. negotiator of the New START

treaty and a leading international security specialist.

For more information, visit [Lowy Institute].
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18 March 2025 @ 1:00 – 2:00 p.m. (GMT+1), Bruegel,

Belgium

A trade policy framework for the EU-UK

reset

This event examines how to revive and strengthen EU-

UK trade relations using Bruegel Fellow Ignacio Garcia

Bercero's Policy Brief. Being the second-largest trading

partner to the EU, the UK, the discussion will be

centered on strengthening cooperation and solving key

economic challenges for both parties. For more

information, see [Bruegel].

Recent Book Releases

Barry Buzan and Robert Falkner, The Market in

Global International Society: An English School

Approach to International Political Economy, Oxford

University Press, 320 pages, published December 2,

2024. For a review, see [LSE].

Tsering Wangmo Dhompa, The Politics of Sorrow,

Columbia University Press, 376 pages, published

February 18, 2025. For a review, see [Asian Review of

Books].

Jacob Hale Russell and Dennis Patterson, The

Weaponization of Expertise, MIT Press, 344 pages,

published March 4, 2025. For a review, see [Penguin

Books].

Patricia Evangelista, Some People Need Killing: A

Memoir of Murder in My Country, Random House

Trade Paperbacks, 448 pages, published March 4,

2025. For a review, see [Penguin Books].

Jeffrey Pomerantz and Jason Griffey, Standards, The

MIT Press, 242 pages, published March 4, 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].

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-khk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-khu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-kkl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-kkl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-kkr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-kkr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-kky/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-kkj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sirhia-l-kkt/


The Asian Law and Economics Association (AsLEA)

invites paper proposals for its 2025 Annual

Conference, which will take place from August 13 to 15,

2025, at the City University of Hong Kong, School of

Law. The deadline for abstract submission is March 31,

2025. For more information, see [AsLEA].

Jobs and Positions

University of Nottingham is looking for an Assistant

Professor in Criminology. The deadline for

application submission is April 4, 2025. For more

information, see [University of Nottingham].

University of Cambridge is looking for a College

Teaching Assistant in Law. The deadline for

application submission is March 28, 2025. For more

information, see [University of Cambridge].

University of Exeter is looking for an Associate

Professor of Law (E&R). The deadline for application

submission is March 31, 2025. For more information,

see [University of Exeter].

University of Oxford is looking for a Departmental

Lecturer in Law and Finance. The deadline for

application submission is March 26, 2025. For more

information, see [University of Oxford].

The Chinese University of Hong Kong is offering for 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].

Euro University of Bahrain – Manama is looking for a

Lecturer (Assistant Professor) in Law. The deadline

for application submission is March 31, 2025. For more

information, see [Euro University of Bahrain].

University of Glasgow is looking for a

Lecturer/Senior Lecturer in Administrative Law

(R&T). The deadline for application submission is

March 26, 2025. For more information, see [University

of Glasgow].

United Nations Economic and Social Commission

for Asia and the Pacific is looking for an Intern -

Economic Affairs (Trade Policy). The deadline for

application submission is April 24, 2025. For more

information, see [UNESCAP].

Asian Development Bank is looking for a Deputy

Chief Economist. The deadline for application
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submission is March 24, 2025. For more information,

see [ADB].

World Health Organization - Egypt is looking for a

Health Economist. The deadline for application

submission is March 30, 2025. For more information,

see [WHO].

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees is

looking for a Protection Associate. The deadline for

application submission is March 17, 2025. For more

information, see [UNHCR].

United Nations Secretariat – United States is

looking for a Political Affairs Officer. The deadline for

application submission is April 21, 2025. For more

information, see [UN].

United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism is

looking for a Programme Management Intern:

Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism. The

deadline for application submission is March 22, 2025.

For more information, see [UNOCT].

United Nations Truce Supervision Organization -

Columbia is looking for a Special Assistant, Political

Affairs. The deadline for application submission is

March 14, 2025. For more information, see [UNTSO].
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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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