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Dear Readers,

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

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

| wish you an informative read and extend special
greetings to everyone who celebrates Namibia's and
Tunisia's Independence Day and Ireland’s and
Northern Ireland’s Saint Patrick’s 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: Al education and industry
collaboration to be expanded to meet
talent demand

(Ib) China is expanding artificial intelligence (Al)
education and workforce collaboration as part of a
broader effort to strengthen its digital economy. The
Ministry of Education (MOE) recently announced a
nationwide initiative to promote university-enterprise
partnerships focused on Al talent training,
employment, and skill development. Simultaneously,
Beijing plans to introduce Al courses in primary and
secondary schools, ensuring early exposure to the
technology. These initiatives align with the
government's push to integrate education, scientific
research, and workforce training to support global
technological leadership. [Ministry of Education, China,
in Chinese]

The MOE has called on universities and local
authorities to gather Al-related project proposals from
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businesses and industry groups targeting targeted
talent training, employment and internship programs,
and workforce development through university-
enterprise partnerships. The goal is to align Al
education with evolving industry needs, particularly in
fields like machine learning, natural language
processing, computer vision, and intelligent robotics.
[Global Times]

Several leading Chinese universities have announced
plans to expand undergraduate enrollment to address
"national strategic needs" and develop talent in fields
such as artificial intelligence (Al). Peking University will
add 150 undergraduate spots in 2025, focusing on
information science, engineering, and clinical
medicine. Renmin University will introduce over 100
additional places in Al and related fields to enhance
innovation. Shanghai Jiao Tong University will expand
by 150 seats, prioritizing Al, integrated circuits,
biomedicine, healthcare, and new energy. [Reuters]

At the school level, Beijing's Al education initiative will
introduce at least eight hours of Al instruction per
academic year starting in the fall semester. Primary
students will take experiential courses, junior high
students will explore Al applications, and senior high
students will engage in practical Al projects. [Manila
Times]

The policy follows a December 2024 directive from the
Ministry of Education (MOE) promoting Al education in
schools and encouraging collaboration between
industry, academia, and research institutions. This
initiative has been reinforced by the recent launch of
DeepSeek, a Chinese Al system that has gained
international attention for its groundbreaking
innovations (see AiR No. 4, January/2025, 4).

The policy comes amid calls from Chinese lawmakers
and members of the Chinese People's Political
Consultative Conference (CPPCC), the country's top
policy advisory body, for urgent reforms in the
education system to address challenges posed by
artificial intelligence (Al) and an aging population. They
have cited concerns over reliance on outdated
knowledge that fails to prepare students for the Al era,
the absence of a compulsory Al curriculum in
universities, and insufficient resources for integrating
Al into teaching and research. [South China Morning
Post]

China: Senior party official in Tianjin
placed under investigation
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(dqgl) Zhou Derui, Communist Party personnel chief in
the northern port city Tianjin is under investigation for
alleged corruption. [Central Commission for Discipline
Inspection, in Chinese]

Zhou is a member of the Standing Committee of the
CPC Tianjin Municipal Committee, leading its
Organization Department since 2022, which is in
charge of selecting, promoting, and removing officials
within the Party and government. [China Daily]

Zhou's case marks the ninth vice-ministerial-level or
above probe this year. Tianjin has seen several high-
profile cases in recent years. In 2017 former mayor
Huang Xingguo was sentenced to 12 years in prison for
accepting US 5.5 million in bribes. In the same year ex-
police chief Wu Changshun jailed for life for taking
bribes amounting to more than CNY 84 million (USD
11.6 million) and misusing public funds worth
hundreds of million yuan. [South China Morning Post]

China - Hong Kong: Survey shows
dissatisfaction with legislature,
confidence in ‘One Country, Two Systems’

(Ib) A recent survey by local think tank Path of
Democracy found that 48 percent of Hongkongers are
dissatisfied with the city's opposition-free Legislative
Council (LegCo). Around 41 percent expressed
dissatisfaction with the government. The survey,
conducted between January and February with
approximately 1,000 respondents, highlights public
concerns over the effectiveness and quality of
legislative deliberations. [Path of Democracy]

The report, part of the institute’s "One Country, Two
Systems" Index, suggests that dissatisfaction may stem
from the high costs associated with LegCo and public
scrutiny of its performance. Path of Democracy,
founded by Ronny Tong, a member of Hong Kong's
Executive Council, conducts biannual surveys on
political and economic issues. Tong noted that many
lawmakers are seen as passive in scrutinizing bills and
more focused on aligning with Beijing than expressing
independent insights. [The Standard]

Public concerns over governance have grown since
Beijing's 2021 electoral overhaul, which limited
democratic representation in LegCo and introduced a
pro-Beijing vetting panel for candidates. While
authorities argue the changes ensure stability,
international critics say they effectively prevent pro-
democracy candidates from participating.
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The survey also measured the “One Country, Two
Systems” index, which tracks public sentiment on Hong
Kong's autonomy, economic openness, and relations
with mainland China. The latest score dropped slightly
to 6.14 from 6.17, with “human rights and freedom”
seeing the most significant decline, from 5.46 to 5.34,
while the city’s degree of autonomy score dropped
from 5.29 to 5.21.

Economic openness remained the highest-rated factor,
rising from 9.35 to 9.39. Meanwhile, 84 percent of
respondents said they had no plans to emigrate, which
Path of Democracy interpreted as an increased sense
of belonging to Hong Kong. [Hong Kong Free Press]
[South China Morning Post]

Path of Democracy co-convener Ray Poon
summarized: "As social movement cases reach the
judgment stage, the public is reminded of past political
disputes, which have hindered the recent upward
trend in human rights and freedom ratings. However,
the decline in national security risks has effectively
helped citizens regain confidence in 'One Country, Two
Systems."” [Path of Democracy]

His statements alludes to the recent sentencing of 45
opposition figures convicted (see AR No. 48,
November/2024, 4) over their roles in the 2020 pro-
democracy primaries by the city government as
subversion (see AiR No. 28, July/2020, 2) and the
ongoing national security trial of Jimmy Lai Chee-ying,
founder of the now de-funct government critic
newspaper Apple Daily (see AR No. 10, March/2025, 2).

China: Islamic association drops Islamic
symbols in rebranding

(Ib) The China Islamic Association has removed Islamic
imagery from its official branding as Beijing continues
its push to align religions with Chinese cultural norms.
The association, a semi-official body representing
China's Muslim community, replaced its traditional
Arabic-style green logo—featuring a mosque dome
and crescent moon—with a simpler blue design
displaying only Chinese characters. This change,
implemented across its website and social media,
comes amid China's broader "sinicization" policy,
which seeks to integrate religious practices into the
state’s ideological framework.

The shift occurred just before Ramadan, a significant
period for Muslims, raising concerns among analysts
that it could alienate believers and deepen feelings of
cultural erasure. The Chinese government has
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intensified efforts to reshape Islam in the country,
citing national security and modernization goals.
Premier Li Qiang reinforced this stance in a recent
government work report, emphasizing stricter
regulation of religious affairs. The changes are part of a
five-year plan initiated in 2018, aimed at eradicating
foreign influences from religious practices and
reinforcing national identity.

This rebranding aligns with broader efforts to modify
Islamic architecture and signage across China.
Thousands of mosques have been altered, replacing
domes and minarets with traditional Chinese designs.
One of the most prominent examples is the Grand
Mosque of Shadian in Yunnan province, which was
redesigned with a pagoda-style roof. Similar
modifications have taken place in Qinghai and Ningxia,
regions with significant Hui and Uyghur Muslim
populations, prompting occasional protests from
affected communities.

Experts warn that such measures risk backfiring. While
the government aims to integrate Islam into the
national identity, the removal of Islamic symbols could
instead deepen resentment among Muslims. Some
fear that branding changes, like removing the color
green—long associated with Islam—may increase
distrust rather than foster loyalty. lan Johnson, a senior
fellow at the Institute for Advanced Study in Berlin,
noted that Beijing's heavy-handed approach often
generates resistance, making Muslims feel
marginalized rather than integrated.

Founded in 1953, the China Islamic Association plays a
key role in overseeing religious activities, educating
believers, and facilitating engagement between
Chinese Muslims and the state. It has consistently
supported the Communist Party's policies, including
the sinicization of Islam. However, its recent
rebranding underscores the government’s broader
objective: ensuring that religious institutions align fully
with Chinese cultural and political priorities, even at
the risk of alienating segments of the Muslim
population [South China Morning Post]

China - Hong Kong: Journalists urged to
preserve protest videos as meta plans
deletions

(Ib) The Hong Kong Journalists' Association is calling on
media outlets to back up Facebook Live videos of the
2019 protests before Meta begins deleting archived
footage. The company announced that from June 5, it
will remove stored live videos, while newly streamed
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videos will be deleted after 30 days starting February
19, 2025. Journalists fear this could erase much of the
public record of the protests, which remain heavily
censored in Hong Kong under national security laws.
[Heise Online]

Many of the 2019 protest videos, which provided real-
time coverage from both reporters and citizen
journalists, are currently stored on Facebook. While
some organizations have made backups, independent
journalists warn that a significant portion of the
footage may be lost to the public and note that
republishing the videos in Hong Kong could risk
prosecution under laws criminalizing protest coverage.

Meta has stated that video owners will be notified in
advance and can either download their footage,
transfer it to cloud storage, or convert it into short
reels within 90 days. A six-month extension is also
available. However, media analysts argue that social
media platforms are unreliable for archiving historical
events. [Radio Free Asia]

The deletion concerns follow a Washington Post report
revealing Meta's past efforts to enter the Chinese
market, including proposals to allow the ruling
Communist Party to oversee content. A whistleblower
complaint detailed how the company explored
censorship mechanisms and even planned a "chief
editor" role to suppress dissenting views. While Meta
ultimately abandoned these plans in 2019, the
revelations raise further concerns about the company's
handling of politically sensitive content. [Anadolu
Agency]

Meanwhile, the International Centre for Dispute
Resolution (ICDR) has issued an emergency ruling in
favor of Meta, temporarily blocking whistleblower
Sarah Wynn-Williams from promoting her memoir,
Careless People: A Cautionary Tale of Power, Greed, and
Lost Idealism. The book details her tenure as Meta's
director of global public policy from 2011 to 2017,
portraying the company in a highly negative light, with
allegations of sexual harassment and claims that
Facebook ignored internal warnings about its impact
on democracy and human rights. [Mashable]

China: Shaanxi hospital investigated over
alleged newborn transfer scheme

(Ib) A human trafficking case is looming as authorities
in north-central Shaanxi Province are investigating
claims that medical staff at a hospital transferred a
newborn from its biological mother to another family,
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falsified medical records, and issued a fraudulent birth
certificate. The allegations, dating back to 2017, have
only recently prompted action from local health and
public security officials. The hospital confirmed that an
inquiry is underway. Doctors involved have declined to
comment.

As the investigation unfolds, calls for transparency
from local authorities have intensified. The case has
renewed concerns about medical fraud and newborn
trafficking in China, with advocates urging stricter
oversight of hospital procedures and birth registration.
[Dimsum Daily]

The investigation follows the execution of Yu Huaying
for abducting and trafficking 17 children over a 10-year
period (1993-2003) in late February. [Global Times]

China: EV sector faces fierce price war
shakeout

(dgl) Industry observers are warning against a “three-
year elimination contest,” in China’s new energy vehicle
(NEV) sector faces, projecting that more than 75
percent of firms unlikely to survive. Amid a fierce price
war, market consolidation is accelerating, with the
number of Chinese EV manufacturers having dropped
from over 400 in the late 2010s to about 40. Closures
occur every two months.

Some industry leaders view this phase as temporary,
expecting demand to catch up within a decade. They
highlight that to endure, NEV firms must prioritize
technological innovation, Al integration, and global
expansion. The latter, however, faces challenges amid
rising trade barriers in the West, including steep tariffs
from the EU, U.S., and Canada. [South China Morning
Post]

Reinforcing this warning, Contemporary Amperex
Technology Co. Limited (CATL), a leading Chinese
battery manufacturer and the world's largest EV
battery supplier, has reported its slowest growth in six
years, as a prolonged price war in China’s EV market
pressured battery prices. For 2024, the company
reported a 15 percent rise in net profit, reaching CNY
50.7 billion (USD 7.01 billion). However, revenue
declined 9.7 percent to CNY 362 billion (USD 10.8
billion), marking the company's first annual revenue
drop since 2015. Despite higher sales volumes, lower
raw material costs led to price adjustments, reducing
operating income. [Reuters]
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China: Marine ranching widened to
strengthen food security

(Ib) China is expanding its marine ranching industry to
diversify food supplies and enhance food security. The
government is investing heavily in "blue granaries"—
modern offshore aquaculture facilities designed to
maximize fish production. This effort aligns with the
country's broader strategy to utilize both land and sea
resources to feed its 1.4 billion people.

The "No. 1 central document" for this year highlights
the need to build a diversified food supply system. It
calls for expanding food resources through multiple
channels, including high-quality fisheries and deep-sea
aquaculture. In line with this, marine ranching has
grown significantly. In 2024, Shanwei in Guangdong
Province allocated over USD 270 million (2 billion CNY)
to develop eight marine ranches, along with cold chain
and sales infrastructure. Nationally, China now has
more than 180 marine ranches, with Shandong
Province leading at 71 sites. [Xinhua]

For a discussion of China’s marine ranching flagship
“Genghai No. 1" project, the country’s first integrated
large-scale ecological marine ranch complex, located
off the coast of Yantai's Laishan District in Shandong
Province, see Michael Rodriguez at [Intelligent Living].

China: New guidelines on green
manufacturing released

(Ib) China has released new guidelines to accelerate
the development of its environmental protection
equipment manufacturing industry. The plan, issued
by the Ministry of Industry and Information
Technology, the Ministry of Ecology and Environment,
and the State Administration for Market Regulation,
aims to enhance the sector’s global competitiveness
while advancing low-carbon and circular economy
initiatives.

By 2027, the government expects a significant increase
in the market share of advanced environmental
technologies and aims to close gaps in core industrial
equipment. By 2030, China intends to achieve full
technological self-reliance and shift from traditional
pollution control to comprehensive green and circular
solutions.

The guidelines outline 12 key measures, including
fostering technological innovation, promoting
advanced environmental technologies, and improving
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the industry ecosystem. A three-year campaign will
focus on upgrading major environmental equipment,
and the integration of 5G and artificial intelligence into
pollution treatment, product design, and
environmental monitoring.

China’s environmental protection equipment industry
has been expanding steadily, with an annual growth
rate of nearly six percent since the 13th Five-Year Plan
period (2016-20). In 2024, the sector's output reached
CNY 920 billion (USD 128 billion), reflecting the
country’s push to strengthen its position in the global
green technology market, particularly in the Global
South. [Xinhua] [South China Morning Post]

China - Hong Kong: Conglomerate CK
Hutchison faces Beijing backlash over
ports sale to U.S.-led group

(Id) CK Hutchison Holdings, a Hong Kong-based
conglomerate controlled by billionaire Li Ka-shing,
came under fierce criticism from Chinese state media
and authorities on March 14 over its USD 22.8 billion
agreement to sell a majority stake in its global ports
business to a BlackRock-led U.S. consortium (see AiR
No. 10, March/2025, 2).

The proposed sale includes strategic assets such as
ports along the Panama Canal—a critical global trade
route. U.S. President Donald Trump, who has
repeatedly accused China of exerting control over the
canal, praised the deal as a step to counter Beijing's
influence. [The Economic Times]

However, China's Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office
(HKMAO) reposted a scathing commentary from the
pro-Beijing Ta Kung Pao newspaper, calling the
transaction a “betrayal of national interests” that
prioritizes profit over China’s strategic goals. [HKMAO,
in Chinese]

The commentary, widely circulated in Chinese state
media, alleged the deal would empower the U.S. to
disrupt China’s maritime trade and Belt and Road
Initiative—a global infrastructure project. It described
the transaction as “hegemony packaged as business,”
accusing Washington of using coercion to undermine
Chinese companies. CK Hutchison, which maintains its
operations are independent from Beijing, did not
immediately respond to requests for comment.

CK Hutchison's shares fell 6.4 percent on March 14,
underperforming Hong Kong's benchmark Hang Seng
Index, which rose 2.1 percent. Analysts warned the
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backlash highlights the precarious position of Hong
Kong firms amid escalating U.S.-China rivalry. [Reuters]

Li Ka-shing, whose family owns CK Hutchison, has
faced prior backlash from Chinese state media,
including 2015 accusations of “abandoning China”
during asset sales and 2019 criticism for urging
restraint during Hong Kong's pro-democracy protests.
The latest rebuke signals Beijing's intolerance for
perceived disloyalty, even from offshore entities.

The standoff underscores challenges for multinational
firms caught in the middle of the U.S.-China rivalry.
While China pressured Walmart (see article in this
edition) and Illumina recently over tariff and trade
issues, CK Hutchison’s minimal mainland footprint
limits Beijing's leverage. With 88 percent of CK
Hutchison's revenue generated outside Greater China
—primarily in Europe, Australia, and North America—
Beijing lacks direct regulatory authority to block the
overseas asset sale. [Bloomberg]

China: Authority proposes 50 percent pay
cuts for underperforming fund managers

(Id) China's securities watchdog is drafting rules to
slash salaries of underperforming mutual fund
managers by up to 50 percent, part of a sweeping
reform to revitalize the country’s CNY 33 trillion (USD
4.6 trillion) fund industry and channel more capital into
equities, sources familiar with the matter disclosed.

Under the China Securities Regulatory Commission
(CSRCQ) plan, managers whose funds lose money or
underperform benchmarks by 10 percent would face
salary reductions. Compensation evaluations for senior
executives would prioritize fund returns—weighted at
least 50 percent—over metrics like firm size or market
ranking. At least 80 percent of performance
assessments would be based on three-year or longer-
term results, with provisions to delay or claw back pay
for poor outcomes.

The CSRC seeks to boost investor confidence after
years of underperformance: Active equity funds
averaged 4 percent returns in 2024, lagging the CSI 300
Index’s 15 percent gain. The CSI 300 has risen just 1.7
percent year-to-date in 2025, underperforming global
peers. Regulators have urged insurers to allocate 30
percent of new policy premiums to mainland stocks
starting this year (see AR No. 4, January/2025, 4).

Despite attracting global firms like Fidelity
International, China's fund sector has struggled with
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reputational damage from high-profile losses.
Investors have criticized “star managers” who retained
hefty paychecks during market downturns, fueling a
shift toward passive ETFs, which saw assets surge 45
percent in 2024. [Bloomberg]

China: 30-point plan launched to revive
consumer spending

(Id) China’s ruling Communist Party and the State
Council, the country's cabinet, jointly released a 30-
point action plan on March 16 aimed at revitalizing
sluggish domestic consumption, a critical pillar for
achieving its 5 percent economic growth target in 2025.
The plan addresses stagnant household wealth, a
prolonged property downturn, and weak investor
confidence that have dragged on consumer spending
since the pandemic. [State Council of China, in
Chinese]

Central to the strategy is boosting household income
through wage increases and employment support for
key sectors, small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs), and rural areas. The plan mandates
“reasonable growth” in salaries while expanding
channels for property income, including stabilizing
stock markets through strategic reserves and
introducing retail-friendly bond products.

The government will expand its trade-in subsidy
program, allocating CNY 300 billion (USD 41.45 billion)
in ultra-long special treasury bonds—double the 2024
funding—to incentivize upgrades for cars, appliances,
and home renovations. This initiative generated CNY
1.3 trillion (USD 179.5 billion) in sales last year and now
extends to additional product categories.

Sector-specific measures focus on high-growth areas
such as ice-and-snow tourism, which contributed CNY
266.2 billion (USD 36.7 billion) to Heilongjiang
Province's economy in 2024, and cultural tourism, with
streamlined visa policies to attract international
visitors. The plan also prioritizes green and tech-driven
consumption, including subsidies for energy-efficient
home upgrades and Al-integrated products. [Global
Times]

The plan reiterates Premier Li Qiang's March 5 pledge
to prioritize consumption-driven growth (see AiR No.
10, March/2025, 2). It tasks local governments with
funding expanded social welfare programs, including
subsidies for low-income groups and increased retiree
pensions. Authorities also pledged to address unpaid
debts to small businesses, a longstanding grievance of
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the private sector. However, many municipalities face
severe fiscal strain after a three-year property market
collapse slashed land sale revenues—previously their
primary income source—by over 40 percent since
2022. The plan offers no new central funding, raising
doubts about execution capacity. [New York Times]

The push for domestic consumption comes as China’s
economy suffers from weak demand at home and
mounting trade headwinds globally. Retail sales growth
slowed to 3.5 percent in 2024 from 7.2 percent in 2023,
reflecting dampened consumer sentiment. The
property crisis, which began in 2021, and a volatile
stock market have erased trillions in household wealth,
with the China Securities Index (CSI) 300 Index still 40
percent below its 2021 peak. [South China Morning
Post]

China: Crackdown on stock market
misinformation amid Al risks

(Ib) China's securities regulator is stepping up efforts to
combat false stock market information, particularly as
artificial intelligence (Al) makes it easier to create and
spread misleading news. The China Securities
Regulatory Commission will work closely with the
police and cyberspace authorities to curb the
dissemination of fake financial news, according to state
media reports. Regulators aim to act swiftly and
decisively to prevent market manipulation and protect
investors.

Al-driven misinformation has become a growing
concern, with fraudsters using technology to mislead
investors and manipulate stock prices. The rise of
Chinese Al firm DeepSeek has fueled increased use of
Al among retail investors and fund managers to
analyze stocks, but it has also heightened the risk of
exposure to fabricated information. Authorities warn
that investors lured by promises of quick profits could
fall victim to Al-generated fake news.

To address these risks, the regulator will take a more
proactive approach in debunking stock market rumors
by issuing official clarifications. In addition, efforts will
be made to strengthen investor education to help
individuals recognize and avoid fraudulent
information. Authorities emphasize the importance of
enhancing public awareness to safeguard financial
stability.

The timing of these announcements coincides with
World Consumer Rights Day on March 15, an annual
event in China dedicated to promoting consumer
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protection. This event often serves as a platform for
government agencies to highlight regulatory initiatives
and crack down on fraudulent activities [Reuters]

China: Security ministry warns of foreign
spy ‘honey trap’ operation

(Id) China's Ministry of State Security (MSS) disclosed
on March 13 a case in which a Chinese official
stationed abroad was blackmailed into leaking state
secrets after falling into a "honey trap" orchestrated by
foreign spies. The incident reflects Beijing's intensified
focus on countering espionage threats targeting
overseas personnel. [MSS, in Chinese]

According to an MSS post on its official WeChat
account, the official frequented luxury entertainment
venues during his overseas assignment, where he was
approached by a foreign spy posing as a local business
association member. Under threat of exposure, the
official allegedly provided “a large amount of state
secrets” through documents and photos, receiving
unspecified payments. [South China Morning Post]

The MSS did not specify penalties for the official but
cited the case as part of a pattern of foreign agencies
exploiting “special bars and dodgy exotic venues” to
target Chinese officials. In January 2024, the ministry
revealed a similar incident involving a state-owned
company executive coerced into surrendering a laptop
with classified data after being entrapped overseas.
[Lianhe Zaobao, in Chinese]

China - Hong Kong: Student’s death raises
concerns over mainland study trips

(Ib) The death of a teenage student from Hong Kong's
St. Paul's College during a study trip to mainland China
has sparked concerns among parents about
transparency and safety. The prestigious Christian
secondary school, which charges USD 5,700 (HKD
44,000) annually, confirmed the student's passing on
February 28 but provided few details. [Dimsum Daily]

The Hong Kong government called it an “unfortunate
accident” unrelated to the study trip, yet no further
explanation has been given. An online petition
demanding more information was deleted after a day,
and no photos from the trip had been uploaded to the
school's social media as of March 11.
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The lack of transparency surrounding the student'’s
death has fueled speculation, with unverified reports
suggesting bullying may have been involved. However,
the school and government have declined to comment.
Education Secretary Christine Choi stated that the
investigation had concluded, and the incident was
unrelated to the exchange program but cited the
family’s wishes as the reason for withholding further
details. [South China Morning Post]

Study trips to the mainland are increasingly seen as
compulsory under Hong Kong's shift toward patriotic
education. The Education Bureau now requires
students to participate in mainland visits to complete
the Citizenship and Social Development subject,
replacing the former Liberal Studies program that
encouraged critical thinking.

Critics argue that this transition marks a shift from
voluntary cultural exchange to enforced ideological
training, affecting students’ eligibility for university
admission. A former government examinations official
noted that Hong Kong schools are under increasing
pressure to arrange mainland study trips as part of
Beijing's “sister schools” initiative. He described the
evolving approach as moving from an incentive-based
“United Front” strategy to full enforcement, where
participation is mandatory rather than encouraged
with cultural perks. Parents, he warned, have little
recourse to challenge these requirements, as the
education sector in Hong Kong now offers little space
for dissent. [The Epoch Times] [Radio Free Asia]

The case follows the death of a student at a vocational
college in Shaanxi province, where President Xi Jinping
hails from, in January. The student died after allegedly
falling from a dormitory window following a dispute
with his roommates over noise. While the authorities
have insisted there was no foul play, mass protests
erupted fueled by suspicions that the college was
covering up the real cause of the death, with many
accusing the authorities of failing to address campus
bullying [see AR No. 2, January/2025, 2].

Japan: Prime Minister Ishiba faces rising
disapproval, bribery allegations

(adi) Public disapproval of Prime Minister Shigeru
Ishiba's cabinet has risen to 44.1 percent in March,
marking a 4-percentage point increase from the
previous month and the highest level since the
administration's inception in October last year,
according to a recent opinion poll conducted by major
Japanese news agency Jiji Press.
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The approval rating fell by 0.6 percentage points to
27.9 percent, remaining below the critical 30 percent
threshold, often considered indicative of an
administration in a precarious position.

These figures reflect growing public dissatisfaction with
Ishiba's leadership, following the Liberal Democratic
Party's (LDP's) significant losses in the October 2024
general election where the party and it junior ruling
coalition partner Komeito lost their absolute majority
in the House of Representatives (see AR No. 44,
October/2024, 5). The administration has also been
marred by a scandal surrounding slush funds and
involving LDP factions and lawmakers, further eroding
public trust. [The Japan Times]

The situation has further worsened for Ishiba, after he
admitted distributing gift certificates worth JPY 100,000
(USD 670) each to 15 first-term lawmakers of the ruling
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), raising concerns over
possible violations of Japan's political funding laws.
[Mainichi Shimbun]

The gift certificates were delivered by Ishiba’s aides on
March 3, ahead of a dinner meeting with the
lawmakers at the prime minister’s official residence.
Ishiba stated that the funds came from his personal
account and were intended as a gesture of
encouragement, not political donations.

Japan'’s Political Funds Control Act prohibits monetary
donations to lawmakers for political activities outside
campaign periods. While Ishiba maintains that the
vouchers do not violate the law, opposition parties
argue that the distribution of high-value gifts
undermines public trust and may breach political
ethics. Opposition lawmakers have called for further
investigation and demanded Ishiba take responsibility.

In a press conference, Ishiba apologized for the
confusion caused but maintained that the action was
not intended to influence political behavior. [Asahi
Shimbun] [AP News] [Reuters]

The voucher case has further lowered the approval
ratings according to latest polls released on March 17.
A survey by the Asahi Shimbun showed support for
Ishiba’s Cabinet at 26 percent, down from 40 percent
in February, while the Yomiuri Shimbun poll recorded a
drop from 39 percent to 31 percent. Both figures mark
the lowest approval ratings since Ishiba took office in
October. [Channel News Asia]
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Japan: Lower house passes bill to
strengthen disaster response in
peninsular regions

(adi) Japan's House of Representatives passed a bill to
extend and expand legislation aimed at disaster
prevention and regional development in peninsular
areas.

The bill extends the existing Peninsular Areas
Development Law by ten years and was prompted by
the 2024 Noto Peninsula earthquake, which
underscored the vulnerability of remote coastal
regions to isolation during disasters.

It promotes enhanced disaster prevention in
previously unrecognized areas, with measures such as
deploying emergency power supplies using renewable
energy and using digital technologies for damage
assessments.

Currently, 194 municipalities in 23 regions are
designated under the law for special support, including
industrial promotion and tax incentives. The bill now
awaits deliberation in the House of Councillors.
[Nippon.com]

Japan: Human Rights Watch calls for
ending anti-CEDAW stance

(dql) In response to the Japanese government's
rejection of a recommendation of the U.N. Committee
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) to revise the country's imperial succession
law, which stipulates that only men can be successors
to Japan's throne, Human Rights Watch (HRW) has
called on Tokyo to cease it retaliatory stance against
CEDAW. Tokyo's retaliation included halting its
voluntary funding to CEDAW, citing for its position its
rejection of foreign pressure on domestic
constitutional matters (see AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1).

The rights organization warned that upholding such a
stance would “risk emboldening other governments to
lash out against the U.N. human rights system at a
time when powerful states are already undermining its
effectiveness.”

As “other governments,” HRW singled out China, Russia
and the U.S., urging Japan not to undermine the U.N.
human rights system, but instead to increase efforts to
strengthen it. [Human Rights Watch]
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Japan: Recorded interrogations to be
expanded amid prosecutorial misconduct
concerns

(adi) Japan’s Supreme Public Prosecutors Office
announced that it will broaden the scope of audio and
visual recordings during interrogations starting in April,
following rising criticism over prosecutorial
misconduct.

The new policy will require full recordings of voluntary
questioning in cases where indictment without arrest
is likely, or where interrogations involve disputed
procedures or rely on testimony as key evidence.
Prosecutors nationwide were informed of the change
on Monday.

Currently, recordings are mandated only in cases
independently investigated by prosecutors or in lay
judge trials when suspects are arrested or detained.

The revision follows public scrutiny over several
misconduct cases, including an incident in which an
Osaka prosecutor verbally abused a suspect during an
embezzlement investigation. In 2024, the Osaka High
Court agreed to examine the prosecutor’s criminal
liability. [Mainichi Shimbun]

Japan: Court allows continued operation
of nuclear plants

(dqgl) The Nagoya District Court Japanese court has
upheld the approval of the Nuclear Regulation
Authority (NRA), Japan’s nuclear regulatory agency,
ruling in favor of Kansai Electric Power and allowing
the continued operation of the Takahama Nos. 1 and 2
reactors and the Mihama No. 3 reactor in Fukui
Prefecture beyond the service period limit of up to 40
years in principle.

The court found no flaws in the assessments, rejecting
claims by plaintiffs from Fukui and Aichi prefectures
that the NRA erred in evaluating reactor safety. The
reactors, in operation since the 1970s, had met stricter
safety standards introduced after the 2011 Fukushima
disaster and were granted a 20-year extension in 2016.
[Kyodo News]

Following Fukushima, Japan set a 40-year operational
limit for nuclear reactors, with possible extensions up
to 60 years. In 2023, the government enacted a law
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allowing reactors to operate beyond 60 years by
excluding offline periods caused by regulatory reviews
or court suspensions from their total service time (see
AIR No. 23, June/2023, 1). The new system is set to take
effect in June.

Japan: Dismantling of first commercial
nuclear reactor begins

(adi) Chubu Electric Power Co. has begun dismantling
the No. 2 reactor at the Hamaoka nuclear power plant
in Shizuoka Prefecture, marking Japan's first full
decommissioning of a commercial nuclear reactor.

On March 17, workers removed the lid of the reactor
pressure vessel, initiating dismantling procedures for
key components. The No. 2 unit began operations in
1978, while the adjacent No. 1 unit started in 1976.
Both reactors were shut down in 2009 after Chubu
Electric deemed them too costly to retrofit under
revised earthquake resistance guidelines introduced in
2006.

The decommissioning process began with spent fuel
removal, completed in 2015, and decontamination of
reactor systems. The dismantling phase now targets
highly radioactive components, requiring remote-
operated robots. The work is expected to take about
12 years and be completed by fiscal 2042. Estimated
costs are JPY 37.9 billion (USD 253 million) for the No. 1
reactor and JPY 46.2 billion (USD 309 million) for the
No. 2 reactor. Final disposal sites for radioactive waste
remain undecided.

Eighteen commercial reactors across Japan, excluding
the Fukushima Daiichi units, are scheduled for
decommissioning. However, many face delays due to
unresolved waste management plans. [Asahi Shimbun]

Japan: Recycled plastic targets for
automobiles set

(adi) A consortium of Japanese industry, government,
and academia has set targets for using recycled plastic
in vehicle manufacturing, aiming for over 15 percent by
2031 and over 20 percent from 2036.

The targets were finalized at a meeting at the
Environment Ministry on March 18 to address
upcoming EU regulations requiring 20 percent recycled
plastic in cars by 2031.
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The group includes the Japan Automobile
Manufacturers Association, the Japan ELV Recycler’s
Association, the Japan Plastics Industry Federation, the
Economy, Trade and Industry Ministry, the
Environment Ministry, and academic experts.

Japan uses up to 1 million tons of plastic annually in
vehicle production, but recycling remains limited. The
plan calls for integrating recyclability into vehicle
design and building a supply chain among automakers,
dismantlers, and recyclers.

Supply from end-of-life vehicles is expected to reach
21,000 tons annually by 2030, rising to 25,000 tons in
2031 and to 200,000 tons from 2041. [The Japan News]

Japan: Unions secure 5.46 percent average
wage hike for 2025

(dqgl) Rengo, Japan's largest labor confederation, has
announced a 5.46 percent average wage increase for
its unions starting in April, building on last year's gains.
This increase agreed on during last week’s annual
labour negotiations, higher than last year's, comes
ahead of the Bank of Japan's monetary policy meeting
this week. Major companies like Toyota and Hitachi
met union demands, raising salaries to record levels,
while others, such as Nissan and Sharp, also raised
wages but did not fully meet union requests.

Rengo's first tabulation covering 760 unions shows an
increase of 0.18 percentage points from last year.
Small to medium-sized businesses saw an average
increase of 5.09 percent, up 0.67 points from last year.

Around 3,000 Rengo unions requested an average
wage hike of 6.09 percent, the highest in 32 years. This
strong outcome reflects Japan's gradual recovery from
prolonged low economic growth.

Economists expect the Bank of Japan to maintain its
current policy stance during its March 18-19 meeting,
despite the wage increases. The possibility of a rate
hike based on these results remains low, with
expectations for such an increase later in the year.
Wage hikes, however, have not fully offset persistent
inflation, with Japan's core consumer price index rising
3.2 percent in January, and real wages dropping by 1.8
percent. [Nikkei Asia] [Reuters]

Japan: SoftBank to convert former Sharp
plant into Al Data Center
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(adi) SoftBank Corp., major Japanese multinational
conglomerate holding company, known for its diverse
investments in technology, telecommunications, and
finance, plans to transform a former Sharp LCD panel
factory in Osaka into a large-scale data center for
operating artificial intelligence (Al) agents developed in
partnership with U.S.-based OpenAl. [Nikkei Asia]

The site, previously used for television panel
production, will be repurposed as part of SoftBank’s
broader strategy to strengthen Japan's Al
infrastructure. The new facility will support the
deployment of Al agent technologies in collaboration
with OpenAl, the developer of ChatGPT. The project is
scheduled to commence operations in fiscal 2026.

The move follows SoftBank's February announcement
of a joint venture with OpenAl to establish SB OpenAl
Japan, aiming to commercialize advanced Al services
tailored to Japanese enterprises. The planned data
center is expected to play a central role in providing
customized Al solutions trained on client data, with the
capacity to support significant computing power
needs.

SoftBank’s initiative reflects growing momentum in
Japan's efforts to accelerate digital transformation and
enhance Al competitiveness. Further details, including
investment scale and operational scope, have not been
officially disclosed. [Reuters]

Japan: Online gambling ban proves
ineffective

(dql) A police survey estimates that over 3 million
people in Japan gamble at online casinos, spending
approximately JPY 1.24 trillion (USD 8.4 billion)
annually, despite the practice being illegal. The
National Police Agency conducted its first study on
virtual gambling following high-profile cases involving
athletes and celebrities, highlighting a lack of public
awareness regarding its illegality.

The survey, conducted between July and January
among 27,145 respondents aged 15 to 79, found that
3.5 percent had gambled at online casinos, equating to
about 3.37 million people nationwide, with 1.97 million
estimated to still be gambling illegally. Among 500
gamblers surveyed, 60 percent admitted to gambling
addiction, and 46 percent reported falling into debt
due to online casinos. Additionally, 23 percent said
they were influenced by celebrities or athletes
promoting these platforms.
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Notably, 43.5 percent of respondents were unaware
that online casino gambling is illegal in Japan. A review
of 40 Japanese-language online casino sites found that
only two explicitly stated that access from Japan is
prohibited. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Deployment of long-range missiles
on Kyushu under consideration

(adi) The Japanese government is considering
deploying long-range missiles on Kyushu, the country's
southwestern main island, as part of a broader effort
to enhance its defense posture amid increasing
regional tensions. With a range of approximately 1,000
km, the missiles would be capable of striking targets in
North Korea and China’s coastal regions.

They are set to be deployed next year at two bases
that already host missile garrisons and would
strengthen the defense of the strategically significant
Okinawa island chain.

The Defense Ministry has begun surveying potential
deployment sites, though specific locations have not
been disclosed. The plan aligns with Japan's 2022
revision of its national security strategy, which calls for
acquiring counterstrike capabilities and upgrading
deterrence in the Nansei Islands and surrounding
regions (see AiR No. 51, December/2022, 3).

Local residents have voiced concern that hosting
missile units could make their communities a target in
the event of conflict. Municipal governments and
citizens' groups in areas under consideration have
demanded greater transparency and public
engagement from the central government.

Officials say the deployment would bolster Japan’s
ability to respond to potential threats in nearby waters,
particularly amid growing Chinese and North Korean
military activities. The government has pledged to
conduct thorough discussions with local authorities
before reaching a final decision. [Mainichi Shimbun]
[The Guardian]

Japan: NHK party founder Takashi
Tachibana injured in knife attack

(adi) Takashi Tachibana, founder of the anti-NHK
(Nippon H6s0 Kyodkai, Japan Broadcasting Corporation)
political group Seijika Joshi 48 Party, was attacked and
injured with a knife while campaigning in Tokyo's
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Kasumigaseki district on March 14, according to Tokyo
Metropolitan Police.

Police arrested the suspect, 30-year-old Shion
Miyanishi, at the scene on suspicion of attempted
murder. Authorities are investigating the motive and
whether the attack was politically motivated.

Tachibana, a former NHK employee, is known for his
outspoken criticism of Japan'’s public broadcaster and
for leading the Seijika Joshi 48 Party—formerly known
as the NHK Party—which has garnered attention for its
anti-establishment rhetoric and unconventional tactics.
He stepped down as party leader in 2023 but remains
a prominent figure. [Asahi Shimbun] [Mainichi
Shimbun]

Mongolia: Lawmakers propose
amendments to parliamentary oversight
law

(fs) A group of Mongolian lawmakers submitted a draft
amendment to the Law on Parliamentary Oversight to
Speaker D. Amarbaysgalan on March 17. The proposal
seeks to enhance transparency and effectiveness in
parliamentary investigations.

Under the current law, parliamentary oversight
committees must ensure transparency and serve the
public interest, with limited restrictions on information
disclosure.

However, the proposed amendment aims to prevent
the ruling party from dominating temporary oversight
committees. It suggests that the committee chair be
elected by a majority vote from attending members
and be chosen from minority party representatives.

The draft is now awaiting parliamentary debate and
approval. [Sonin]

Mongolia: State-owned railway companies
to be merged

(fs) Mongolia's Minister of Road and Transport
Development B. Delgersaikhan announced plans to
merge the state-owned railway companies Tavantolgoi
Railway LLC and Mongolian Railway SOE to improve
efficiency.
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The restructuring, set to begin this week, will involve
staff reductions and an operational efficiency review.

Mongolian Railway was established in 2008, while
Tavantolgoi Railway was founded in 2018. [News.mn]

The announcement comes after the government
advanced a draft law to reduce the number of state-
owned enterprises from 122 to 70 in January (see Asia
in Review No. 2, January/2025, 2).

Mongolia: Asian Battery Metals begins
third-phase drilling at Yambat deposit

(fs) Asian Battery Metals, an exploration company
based in Mongolia, has announced the start of its
third-phase drilling program at the Yambat copper-
nickel deposit, located in the west part of the country.

The company, which reported positive exploration
results in 2024, will conduct over 1,500 meters of
drilling as part of this phase.

The program is expected to continue until the end of
April, with results anticipated in May. To support these
operations, the company has secured approximately
USD 4 million in funding.

In its fourth-quarter 2024 report, Asian Battery Metals
said that it had identified three significant high-grade
copper and nickel mineralization zones within its
Yambat project area. [Bloomberg TV]

Mongolia: TMK Energy reports record gas
extraction at Gurvantes XXXV project

(fs) TMK Energy has announced a new production
record at its Gurvantes XXXV coal seam gas project,
with daily extraction reaching 465 cubic meters on
March 4.

In February, the company produced a total of 9,100
cubic meters of gas, marking a 14 percent increase
from January. The month of January had already
marked a record, with production surging by 300
percent compared to December 2024 (see Asia in
Review No. 6, February/2025, 2).

Despite challenging winter conditions, TMK Energy's six
pilot wells at the Lucky Fox site have continued
operations without disruption. Five wells have
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successfully lowered water levels to target depths, a
key step toward scaling up production. [Kapitales]

Mongolia: Policy interest rate raised to 12
percent amid rising inflation

(fs) The Monetary Policy Committee of the Bank of
Mongolia has increased the policy interest rate by two
percentage points to 12 percent following its regular
session on March 6-7.

The decision was prompted by accelerating inflation,
which has reached 9.6 percent, surpassing the central
bank’s target. Inflationary pressures stem from rising
electricity prices, increased wages, and higher costs of
services, rent, and imported goods.

This marks a shift from the central bank’s earlier easing
stance in early 2024 toward a tighter monetary policy.

The Mongolian economy grew by 4.9 percent in 2024,
driven by domestic demand, growth in trade and
services, and increased net taxes on products.

In 2025, economic growth is expected to benefit from
the recovery of agriculture, higher copper concentrate
production, and new development projects, though
external risks remain.

The committee also set a maximum debt-to-income
ratio of 50 percent for new consumer loans and
introduced stricter requirements for pension-backed
loans. [Montsame]

Mongolia: MP proposes parliamentary
probe into Energy Resources LLC

(fs) Member of Parliament L. Munkhbayasgalan has
announced plans to establish a parliamentary
subcommittee to investigate allegations against Energy
Resources LLC, a coal mining company based in
Mongolia.

Munkhbayasgalan claims to have gathered extensive
evidence of misconduct involving major Mongolian
enterprises, including Energy Resources.

The government has already accused the company of
fraudulently acquiring the Ukhaa Khudag deposit, a
claim the company disputes in court, citing
overpayment of mineral royalties from 2009 to 2021.
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To form the subcommittee, at least 32 MPs must
support the initiative. [GoGo]

North Korea: Report finds IT workers
exploited under forced labor conditions

(mm) A new report by South Korean human rights
organization People for Successful Corean
Reunification (PSCORE) has exposed the harsh
conditions faced by North Korean IT workers, who are
forced into grueling work conditions under strict
government surveillance and extreme financial quotas.

The report highlights the serious human rights
violations of North Korean IT workers. Based on
firsthand interviews with defectors in 2024, the report
details how these workers endure over 10-hour shifts
—often overnight—to serve international clients, while
living in cramped accommodations with up to six other
workers. Their movements are strictly controlled,
limited to a single daily walk and, at most, one weekly
outing. Workers must meet rigorous monthly income
quotas set by the North Korean regime; failure to do so
results in public humiliation, psychological harassment
from team leaders, and, in some cases, physical and
verbal abuse. Salaries are only paid to those who meet
these quotas, and even then, workers are required to
remit between 90 percent and 95 percent of their
earnings to North Korean authorities. PSCORE's report
highlights North Korean IT workers as victims of
human rights abuse of the Kim Jong Un's regime,
rather than the traditional focus on the illicit revenue
they generate. [The Korea Herald]

This latest report underscores the growing
sophistication of North Korea's digital operations and
the urgent need for increased vigilance among
international organizations. Despite its international
isolation, North Korea has increasingly turned to
technology to sustain its economy and fund state
operations. With global sanctions severely limiting
revenue streams, the regime has expanded its
involvement in cybercrime, including financial theft
from international organizations and investments in
cryptocurrency. The rise of remote work following the
COVID-19 pandemic provided an opportunity for North
Korea to infiltrate foreign businesses by deploying
skilled IT workers under fake identities, primarily in
China and Southeast Asia. [Recorded Future]

In December, the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ)
indicted 14 North Korean nationals for their
involvement in long-running conspiracies to commit
wire fraud, money laundering, and identity theft.
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According to the DOJ, these individuals concealed their
identities and locations to gain employment with U.S.
companies, generating at least USD 88 million over six
years. The DOJ alleges that, in addition to funneling
illicit earnings to the North Korean regime, these IT
workers used their positions to steal sensitive
company data and, in some cases, threatened to leak
information unless their employers made extortion
payments. [US Department of Justice]

North Korea: Cargo ship suspected of
smuggling coals sinks in China's Yellow
Sea

(mm) A North Korea cargo ship, suspected of
smuggling out North Korean coal, collided with a
Chinese ship in the Yellow Sea last month leaving
around 15-20 North Korean crew members dead.
Neither China nor North Korea have confirmed the
accident due to an apparent violation of the 2017
United Nations Security Council (UNSC) sanctions
banning exports of North Korean coal.

The cargo ship is suspected to have deactivated its
automatic identification system (AIS) while sailing
through the Yellow Sea in February and sank near a
southeastern Chinese port after colliding with a
Chinese vessel. North Korean ships frequently turn off
AlS, which transmits location and speed data to
relevant authorities, to evade UNSC sanctions. A
source revealed the North Korean ship appeared to be
overly loaded with coal, adding China is keeping quiet
on the accident as it does not want to admit it likely
conspired with North Korea to violate the UNSC
sanction. [The Korea Herald]

Smuggling remains a key revenue source for North
Korea. Between 2017 and 2023, coal shipments
generated approximately USD 2.15 billion, while sales
of sanctioned refined oil brought in nearly USD 1.8
billion. [Newsweek]

South Korea: Concerns grow over
potential unrest as impeachment ruling
on President Yoon looms

(fn) As the Constitutional Court prepares to rule on the
impeachment of President Yoon Suk Yeol, calls are
growing for him to publicly commit to accepting the
verdict, regardless of the outcome, to prevent potential
unrest and violence.
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Yoon, who has remained silent on the matter, was
detained for 52 days following his declaration of
martial law and is now awaiting the court's decision at
his official residence. While some members of the
ruling People Power Party (PPP) have expressed their
willingness to abide by the ruling, Yoon himself has yet
to make any public commitment.

Political experts stress the importance of a public
statement from Yoon, arguing that his acceptance of
the ruling is crucial to upholding constitutional
principles and preventing a deeper political crisis.
Concerns over potential violence are mounting,
recalling the deadly protests that followed the
Constitutional Court's 2017 decision to uphold former
President Park Geun-hye's impeachment.

Fears of unrest have intensified, particularly after the
January 19 storming of the Seoul Western District
Court, where dozens of Yoon's loyalists forced their
way in to protest a judge’s decision to issue an arrest
warrant for the president, underscoring the
heightened tensions surrounding the case. [The Korea
Times 1]

Supporters of Yoon have been gathering near the
court, demanding the dismissal of the impeachment,
with many echoing his claims of election fraud. A poll
shows that 42 percent of the public will not accept the
court's ruling if it contradicts their views. [The Korea
Times 2]

South Korea: Main opposition party
approval rating surges ahead of President
Yoon's impeachment ruling

(fn) The approval rating of South Korea's main
opposition party, the Democratic Party of Korea (DPK),
has risen to 44.3 percent, surpassing support for the
ruling People Power Party (PPP) by a margin greater
than the poll's margin of error, according to a recent
survey by Realmeter.

The DPK's support increased by 3.3 percentage points,
while the PPP’s approval declined by 3.7 percentage
points to 39 percent. The poll, conducted among 1,510
adults, also found that 55.5 percent of respondents
favored a change in leadership under the DPK,
compared to 40 percent who preferred to maintain the
current conservative government.

This shift in public sentiment comes as the
Constitutional Court prepares to rule on President
Yoon Suk Yeol's impeachment over his failed attempt
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to impose martial law in December. If upheld, the
ruling would lead to a snap presidential election. [The
Korea Times]

South Korea: Criminal trials begin for
military and police officials tied to
President Yoon's martial law decree

(mm) The criminal trials of high-ranking military and
police officials linked to President Yoon Suk Yeol's
alleged insurrection attempt begin this week. The first
to stand trial is former Defence Minister Kim Yong-
hyun, who faces charges of insurrection and abuse of
power. Prosecutors accuse Kim of deploying military
forces on Yoon's orders to prevent National Assembly
lawmakers from holding an emergency parliamentary
vote to reverse the president's martial law decree. Kim
has denied any wrongdoing, maintaining Yoon's
declaration was legitimate and did not constitute an
act of insurrection.

Simultaneously, the Seoul Central District Court held
the preliminary hearings for two former Defence
Intelligence Commanders (DICs) who also face charges
of insurrection and abuse of power. They are
suspected of discussing martial law operation plans
with Kim before the decree was issued.

Meanwhile, the court will soon hold its first formal
hearing of the suspended Korean National Police
Agency Commissioner and former Chief of Seoul
Metropolitan Police Agency. Both high-ranking police
officials allegedly met Yoon at the presidential house in
Seoul hours before the martial law declaration to
receive orders to suppress fallout. They stand accused
of ordering police to prevent lawmakers from entering
the National Assembly, attempting to arrest key
politicians and ordering the seizure of the National
Election Commission server. [The Korea Herald]

At the centre of the legal battles is President Yoon
himself, who faces insurrection charges - one of only
two crimes for which a sitting president does not have
immunity under South Korean law. His criminal trial
began in early February, with the next hearing set for
March 24. Separately, the Constitutional Court is
expected to rule this week on whether to uphold
Yoon's impeachment by the country's national
assembly. If upheld, Yoon will be permanently
removed from office, triggering an election within 60
days. If rejected, Yoon could return to presidential
duties despite ongoing criminal proceedings. [The
Guardian]
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South Korea: Acting president vetoes
another opposition-led bill

(mm) Acting President Choi Sang-mok has vetoed an
opposition-led bill to reform broadcasting watchdog
Korean Communications Commission (KCC), calling it
unconstitutional and disruptive to KCC operations.

The opposition proposed reforms that sought to
require at least three commissioners to be present for
KCC governance decisions. Currently, the KCC has a
five-seat capacity but is operating with just two
members - both appointed by suspended President
Yoon Suk Yeol. Under their leadership, the KCC has
made controversial decisions, including replacing
public broadcaster board members with their own
appointees, including some who had been critical of
Yoon. [The Korea Herald]

This marks Choi's 9th veto since assuming the role of
acting president last December, following the
impeachment of both President Yoon Suk Yeol and
Prime Minister Han Duck-soo. With the opposition
Democratic Party controlling parliament with the
house majority, vetoing legislation has become the
ruling People Power Party's (PPP) and President Yoon's
primary means of blocking opposition-backed bills.
Since 2024, the Yoon administration has vetoed 40
bills, including probes into political scandals
surrounding Yoon and his wife.[BBC]

KCC governance has been a point of tension in broader
political battles in South Korea. In August, the
opposition-led National Assembly voted to impeach
current KCC chairperson Lee Jin-sook for leaving three
commission seats vacant and making decisions with
only two board members. However, the constitutional
court dismissed the impeachment allowing Lee to
remain at the KCC. [The Korea Herald]

South Korea: Slower job growth amid
continued decline in key sectors

(kp) South Korea’s employment growth remained
modest in February 2024, with 136,000 new jobs
added compared to a year earlier, continuing a trend
of slower job creation following a strong post-
pandemic recovery. The country had seen job gains in
the 200,000-300,000 range in early 2023, but the pace
has since slowed, with the annual increase for 2024
reaching just 159,000, remaining below government
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projections. The manufacturing and construction
sectors recorded continued declines, marking eight
and ten consecutive months of job losses, respectively.

The construction industry experienced its sharpest
downturn since records began, shedding 49,000 jobs in
2024 alone, while the wholesale and retail sectors also
continued to contract. Despite these losses,
employment in public health and social welfare saw
significant gains, adding 192,000 jobs in February and
83,000 over the year. Employment growth was
concentrated among older workers, with individuals
aged 60 and over accounting for the largest increases.
Conversely, job opportunities for younger age groups,
particularly those in their 20s, declined significantly.

The country's overall employment rate rose slightly to
68.9 percent among those aged 15 to 64, though the
rate for people aged 15 to 29 dropped 1.7 percentage
points. The youth unemployment rate climbed to 7
percent in February, reflecting challenges faced by
young job seekers amid shrinking opportunities in key
sectors. Meanwhile, the number of unemployed
individuals rose by 25,000, and the economically
inactive population also grew slightly, underscoring
ongoing structural labor market issues. [Chosun Biz]

Officials attributed the stagnation in job growth to
sectoral contractions and demographic shifts,
particularly the aging population and reduced labor
force participation among younger cohorts. The labor
market outlook remains uncertain, with continued
pressure on traditional employment sectors, despite
incremental gains in social services and technology-
related fields. [Yonhap News Agency 1] [Yonhap News
Agency 2]

South Korea: Government to support
young entrepreneurs by revamping
regulations on state-owned land

(fn) The government is working on updating
regulations to enable young entrepreneurs to utilize
idle state-owned land, including commercial areas and
farmland, for their business. Acting President Choi
Sang-mok announced these proposals during a
gathering with young CEOs from startups and venture
companies in southern Seoul.

This initiative is part of the government's larger
strategy to stimulate economic activities among the
younger population. Besides granting land access, the
government also intends to enhance educational and
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financial support for young entrepreneurs. [Yonhap
News Agency]

South Korea: Finance Ministry aims to
replace estate tax with inheritance tax by
2028

(kp) South Korea plans to overhaul its decades-old
estate tax system and introduce an inheritance tax by
2028, aiming to ease tax burdens and improve
fairness. Under the proposed system, taxes will be
levied individually on each beneficiary, rather than on
the total estate, aligning South Korea with global
standards practiced in most OECD countries. South
Korea is one of four OECD member countries that
impose an estate tax, whereas most others levy an
inheritance tax. The other three are the United States,
the United Kingdom, and Denmark. [Reuters]

The reform is expected to reduce the overall tax
burden on heirs, particularly in cases of family
inheritance distributions. The government plans to
submit the bill later this year, with a two-year transition
period beginning in 2026 to implement necessary
legislative and administrative frameworks. The
proposed changes will introduce a personal deduction
of KRW 1 billion (USD 690,000) per beneficiary, with
additional deductions granted to direct descendants
and ascendants. While current top rates can reach 60
percent for large inheritances, the revised structure is
intended to make taxation more equitable and
reflective of individual asset shares.

The finance ministry noted that only a few OECD
countries, including South Korea, still operate under an
estate tax model. The shift to an inheritance-based
approach comes amid the growing public demand for
reform, particularly from middle-income households
impacted by rising asset values. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Military charges pilots
responsible for civilian bombing with
occupational negligence

(mm) The South Korean military has charged two pilots
with occupational negligence after the March 6
accidental bombing of a civilian village during the
annual U.S.-South Korean joint military exercise (see
AiR No. 10, March/2025, 2).
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The Defence Ministry confirmed the pilots held
responsible mistakenly dropped eight bombs on a
village in the northeastern Gyeonggi province, after the
pilots entered the wrong coordinates and skipped the
verification process, citing a printer error. On March 7
the Air Force dismissed two senior officers alleging
they had improperly overseen safety protocols.

Officials say they will continue their investigation into
the incident to find any further contributing factors.
[Korea Joongang Daily]

Taiwan: Political battle shifts fiscal power
with override of tax allocation
amendments

(ce) Taiwan's political landscape has undergone a
dramatic shift as the opposition, led by the
Kuomintang (KMT) and Taiwan People's Party (TPP),
secured historic budget cuts and revenue allocation
amendments in the Legislative Yuan. On March 12,
they successfully overrode the government's efforts to
block a staggering NTD 207.5 billion (USD 6.29 billion)
reduction in the 2025 central government budget,
marking the most significant cuts ever enacted in
Taiwan. [Taiwan News]

The government, along with international observers,
expressed deep concerns regarding the potential
impact of these cuts on Taiwan's foreign and defense
posture. The Ministry of Finance (MOF) warned that the
reductions would severely restrict the central
government's ability to provide crucial subsidies and
grant increased autonomy to local governments,
potentially exacerbating the existing urban-rural
disparity. [TVBS]

Simultaneously, the opposition secured amendments
to the "Act Governing the Allocation of Government
Revenues and Expenditures," fundamentally altering
the nation's tax allocation system. Despite government
warnings of potential regional imbalances, the
amendments passed with a decisive margin.

The government's consideration of a Constitutional
Court challenge to the budget cuts underscores the
gravity of the situation. This defeat follows a string of
earlier setbacks for the administration, where
opposition-led outcomes prevailed on key
constitutional and regulatory votes.

The combined impact of the budget cuts and revenue
allocation amendments represents a pivotal moment
in Taiwan's political history, signaling a significant
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transfer of fiscal power to the opposition and
reshaping the nation's governance.

Taiwan: Moving forward with landmark
youth affairs act

(ce) Taiwan's legislature is currently reviewing a pivotal
bill aimed at establishing a comprehensive framework
for youth affairs. This proposed legislation seeks to
create a systematic, cross-governmental approach to
supporting young people, with advocates stressing its
urgency and alignment with international best
practices.

Ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) legislators
and youth advocacy groups emphasize the necessity of
a dedicated agency to coordinate youth policies,
ensuring they are prioritized and effectively
implemented across all government levels. The bill is
intended to address the growing trend of youth
participation in public affairs and includes a proposal
to define "youth" as beginning at age 15, broadening
the scope of its benefits.

Key objectives of the act include the creation of a
coordinating agency, the establishment of a systematic
and integrated policy approach, and the assurance of
policy sustainability regardless of political shifts.
Lawmakers have also called for the Executive Yuan,
Taiwan's government, to expedite its own draft of the
bill, alongside the creation of a youth policy white
paper to amplify youth voices. The act is intended to
cover five key areas: rights protection, government
responsibilities, youth participation, education and
career development, and social and cultural support.
[Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Civic groups launch second phase
of recall campaigns against KMT
legislators

(ce) A coalition of eleven civic groups has initiated the
second phase of their recall campaigns targeting
eleven legislators from the main opposition party, the
Kuomintang (KMT, Chinese Nationalist Party) in the
Greater Taipei area. Gathering at the Central Election
Commission (CEC), they announced the start of their
signature drive, emphasizing their independence from
the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP).
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Former tech tycoon Robert Tsao, leading the recall
effort against KMT Legislator Hsu Chiao-hsin, stressed
that the groups are composed of citizens exercising
their democratic rights. He challenged the KMT
legislators to engage in public debate and face the
recall process with dignity, rather than resorting to
evasive tactics.

The campaigns have successfully reached the first-
stage recall signature thresholds in districts considered
challenging, demonstrating strong public support. The
civic groups are now focused on securing the required
signatures for the second phase, which demands
reaching 10 percent of the electorate within two
months.

Meanwhile, allegations of "vote-buying" have surfaced,
with attorney Huang Di-ying accusing legislators Wang
Hung-wei and Hsu Chiao-hsin of offering prize lottery
draws at constituency events. Huang alleges these
events violate the Public Officials Election and Recall
Act, potentially leading to prison sentences for
offenders. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Premier Cho criticizes budget
cuts, rallies more spending

(ce) Premier Cho Jung-tai launched a nationwide tour in
Taichung, criticizing opposition parties for significant
federal budget cuts and rallying public support for
restoring government spending. The event, organized
by the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP),
aimed to gather signatures for recall petitions against
Kuomintang (KMT) lawmakers who initiated the cuts.

At a rally exceeding 800 attendees, Cho argued that
Taiwan's strong economic performance, including 4.59
percent GDP growth and a record-high stock market,
justifies increased government spending. He criticized
the opposition's budget cuts and fund redistribution,
stating they violate the government's commitment to
the public and would hinder crucial projects like MRT
stations, hospitals, and defense spending.

Cho highlighted that local budgets have increased,
using Taichung's 7 percent rise as an example, but
criticized the redistribution of NTD 370 billion (USD
11.2 billion) from the central government, arguing the
lack of spending guidelines could impede future
national projects. He also warned of growing threats
from China, stressing that defense spending cuts are
not a suitable response. Cho urged the public to
oppose annexation and support stronger national
security. [Taiwan News]
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Taiwan: Advancing carbon sequestration
goals

(ce) In a significant move towards achieving its 2050
net-zero emissions goal, the Ministry of Environment
(MOENV) has greenlit four pivotal projects designed to
amplify carbon sequestration across Taiwan.
Recognizing the critical role of carbon sinks, the
government has committed to actively pursuing
strategies to naturally absorb and store greenhouse
gases.

Central to this initiative is a comprehensive
afforestation plan. This plan targets non-forest or
deforested land areas exceeding 0.5 hectares,
encouraging tree planting with minimal soil
disturbance. Crucially, the MOENV ensures that these
efforts will not impede existing agricultural operations,
balancing environmental goals with economic realities.

Beyond new plantings, the MOENV is focusing on
enhancing existing forests. Forests with lower-than-
average carbon storage, but maintained tree cover for
the last 20 years, and without commercial logging will
undergo strategic thinning. This process reduces
competition for resources, fostering healthier growth
and increasing carbon capture capacity.

For mature forests, the focus shifts to optimizing stand
density through selective harvesting. This approach
aims to maximize carbon storage while sustainably
utilizing timber resources. Similarly, bamboo forests
exceeding five years of growth will be harvested to
revitalize their carbon sink capacity.

To ensure the effectiveness and accountability of these
projects, the MOENV requires that all participating
entities submit detailed plans for review, adhering to
strict regulatory guidelines. [Taiwan Today]

Taiwan: Tariffs fears trigger major sell-off
in Taiwan stocks

(ce) Concerns over potential US economic slowdown
due to increased tariffs sparked a significant sell-off in
Taiwan's stock market on March 11, with the TAIEX
plunging 388 points. Foreign investors led the charge,
executing a record-breaking 11th consecutive day of
net selling, totaling NTD 374 billion (USD 11,687
million). TSMC's early-session decline heavily impacted
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major stocks like MediaTek and Foxconn, though a
later rebound provided some much-needed stability.

Investor anxiety over upcoming US tariff policies is
blamed for the market downturn, with potential
consolidation expected until the US policy
announcement in early April. However, despite the
current volatility, there's a sense of optimism for a
market rebound. This optimism is fueled by Taiwan's
robust economic fundamentals and the anticipation of
upcoming tech events, notably Nvidia's GPU
technology conference. Sectors directly related to GPU
cooling and power supplies are expected to be key
drivers of this potential recovery. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Drone industry expansion plans

(ce) Taiwan is making significant strides in its drone
industry, forging new partnerships and building a
major manufacturing center. The National Chung Shan
Institute of Science and Technology (NCSIST), Taiwan’s
principal defense research and development
organization operating under the Ministry of National
Defense (MND), is teaming up with three major
universities to combine their expertise and boost
drone technology.

This collaboration is seen as a crucial step, helping
Taiwan develop better drones and train the workforce
needed for the growing industry. With drones being
used more and more, Taiwan wants to be able to
produce them independently.

To further support this, Taiwan is building a new drone
center in the western city Chiayi, adding to its existing
facilities. This will create a hub for drone development
and manufacturing. A new industrial park in Chiayi will
also provide companies with space and resources to
build and design drones. This effort combines military,
civilian, and university research to strengthen the
drone industry.

Deputy Premier Cheng Li-chun has also outlined plans
to create a reliable and secure drone supply chain in
Taiwan. She pointed out that current global events
make it clear that having trustworthy supply chains is
essential, giving Taiwan a chance to become a leader in
the drone industry. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Domestic trainer jet delivery
delayed by foreign component issues
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(ce) A delay in the delivery of Taiwan's domestically
produced Brave Eagle advanced jet trainers has
prompted a detailed report to lawmakers, revealing
challenges with externally sourced components. The
report explained that Aerospace Industrial
Development Corp (AIDC) had only delivered 43 of the
contracted 47 aircraft to the air force by the end of last
month, leading to scrutiny.

AIDC attributed the delay to late shipments of seven
critical "externally bought systems and parts." These
components include engines, environmental control
systems, canopy protection systems, landing gear,
hydraulic tanks, air door actuators, and emergency
shut-off valves.

To address these setbacks, the National Chung-Shan
Institute of Science and Technology (NCSIST), in
collaboration with AIDC, is taking proactive measures.
Specifically, they are replacing three of the problematic
components - hydraulic tanks, air door actuators, and
emergency shut-off valves - with domestically
manufactured alternatives, aiming to accelerate the
delivery schedule. For the remaining four systems,
including engines and environmental control systems,
AIDC is working directly with suppliers to expedite
shipments.

The air force began receiving these domestically made
trainers in 2021, as part of a program to replace its
aging AT-3 jet trainers. While 47 aircraft were initially
slated for delivery by the end of the previous month,
the remaining aircraft are now scheduled for delivery
in the first half of next year. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Military trials reinstated amid
escalating Chinese espionage

(ce) In response to growing concerns about Chinese
infiltration, military espionage, and psychological
warfare, Taiwan will reinstate military trials, President
William Lai announced on March 13, emphasizing that
this move aims to strengthen national security and
safeguard Taiwan's democratic way of life.

The reinstated trials will specifically address crimes
committed by military officers, including acts of
rebellion, the leaking of classified information, and
aiding the enemy. Lai emphasized that this decision is
necessary due to China's designation as a "foreign
hostile force" under the Anti-Infiltration Act. He has
called for stronger measures to counter China's
growing efforts to undermine Taiwan's defenses,
highlighting recent incidents where China has tried to
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subvert Taiwan's national security, including
influencing public opinion, recruiting military
personnel, and obtaining sensitive information. Lai
stressed the need to enhance legal safeguards to
prevent and detect such actions. [Taipei Times]

Lai, also emphasized that China's tactics fall into a
“gray area” short of open conflict but are aimed at
weakening Taiwan from within. Taiwan recently
expelled a Chinese woman, married to a Taiwanese
citizen, for posting videos on social media claiming that
China could conquer Taiwan in half an hour. Other
recent incidents involve Taiwanese artists and
influencers in China spreading pro-China messages, as
well as retired military personnel leaking classified
information.

To implement these changes, the government will
enact new laws regulating military tribunals, personnel
management, and organizational structures.
Furthermore, the Criminal Code of the Armed Forces
will be amended to criminalize "showing loyalty to the
enemy," a measure designed to uphold military
discipline and morale. [Midland Daily News]

Taiwan: Espionage fuels military court
reinstatement and rights debate

(ce) President Lai Ching-te has announced the
reinstatement of Taiwan's military trial system to
combat increasing Chinese infiltration and espionage
within the armed forces. This decision, requiring
legislative approval, aims to address criminal cases
involving active-duty military personnel, particularly
those accused of subversion and espionage. The move
comes in response to a significant rise in espionage
cases, with a large proportion involving military
personnel. The government also plans to amend the
Criminal Code of the Armed Forces to deter actions
that undermine military morale, specifically
criminalizing "pledging allegiance to the enemy".
[Focus Taiwan]

Defense Minister Wellington Koo has also clarified his
stance on the military trial system, affirming that his
views remain consistent despite his past role as the
lead attorney for the family of Army Corporal Hung
Chung-chiu, whose 2013 death led to the system's
abolition. This incident, which sparked a renewed civil
movement advocating for better human rights
protection, greater transparency, and accountability
within the armed forces, prompted Taiwan to abolish
the military court system.
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Following President Lai's announcement, Koo
explained that the new military justice system will be
significantly reformed to ensure fair trials, respect
human rights, and maintain military discipline. He
stressed that these reforms are crucial for national
security preparedness in the event of conflict. Koo also
highlighted that legislation will be put in place to
ensure the independence and objectivity of military
judges; a key concern given the history of the previous
system.

While the government emphasizes the need for this
system to address national security threats, the plan
has raised concerns from human rights organizations
like the Judicial Reform Foundation (JRF) and
opposition parties (Kuomintang (KMT) and Taiwan
People's Party (TPP)). These groups cite past issues of
human rights violations, collusion among military
personnel, and lack of transparency. The Ministry of
National Defense has pledged to engage in broad
consultations with judicial authorities, experts, and civil
society groups before finalizing any legislative
proposals, underscoring a commitment to building a
system that balances national security needs with
fundamental rights and due process.

The reinstatement of the military court system has also
become a focal point of political contention. KMT
Chairman Eric Chu has launched a campaign to hold
referendums against what he calls the DPP's
"destructive" actions, specifically targeting the
restoration of military courts and President Lai's
approach to cross-strait relations. Chu accused Lai of
pushing Taiwan towards a "quasi-war" situation,
referring to increased tensions and the risk of conflict
with China, by labeling China a "foreign adversary." He
also condemned the Constitutional Court's ruling on
the death penalty, which he claims has been effectively
abolished. The referendum campaigns, to be initiated
in the Legislative Yuan, are framed as a means to
"return life and rights to the people."

These referendums, if passed by the KMT-TPP
controlled legislature, could be held as early as August
23. This political maneuver comes as the KMT seeks to
regain momentum amidst recall votes against its own
lawmakers, and in response to a series of policy
briefings held by the DPP. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: China's cyberattack allegations
rejected as fabricated propaganda

(ce) Taiwan's Information, Communications and
Electronic Force Command (ICEFCOM) has strongly
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rejected China's recent claims of cyberattacks, calling
them fabricated propaganda aimed at intimidating and
pressuring the Taiwanese public. These accusations
follow a statement from China's Ministry of State
Security, which accused ICEFCOM of launching
cyberattacks against China since the unit's formation in
2017.

China's national security agency named four
individuals it claims are behind these attacks and
revealed their personal details. The agency also alleged
that the ICEFCOM's Cyber Warfare Unit recruits
hackers to target critical infrastructure in China.

In response, ICEFCOM clarified that its Cyber Warfare
Unit's primary mission is to protect national defense
information and uphold cybersecurity—practices
consistent with those of other democratic nations. The
organization categorically denied China's accusations,
dismissing them as fabricated and part of an
aggressive effort to intimidate Taiwan.

ICEFCOM also pointed to China's increasing military
threats in the Indo-Pacific region, including the use of
aircraft and ships to harass Taiwan and neighboring
countries, alongside deploying cyberattacks and other
"gray zone" tactics. These actions, ICEFCOM argued,
challenge international norms, destabilize the region,
and further solidify China's image as a global disruptor,
drawing international condemnation.

Reaffirming its commitment to national defense,
ICEFCOM emphasized its role as Taiwan'’s first line of
defense against cyberattacks. The organization
pledged to continue strengthening information
security and enhancing the military’s digital resilience,
leveraging Taiwan's cyber-defense capabilities to
safeguard its digital territory and ensure national
security. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: New Chinese landing barges
potential factor in Taiwan Strait scenarios

(ce) The emergence of a new type of Chinese landing
barge, as seen in recent social media footage, has
drawn attention to potential implications for cross-
strait military scenarios. These "jack-up barges,"
characterized by extendable road bridges and
stabilizing legs, are designed to facilitate the rapid
deployment of military vehicles and personnel from
ship to shore.

Analysts have identified these vessels as "civilian-
crewed auxiliary landing platform — transfer" (T-LPT)
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ships, noting their self-propelled capabilities and their
ability to elevate themselves on pilings. This design
allows for the efficient transfer of equipment, including
tanks and other heavy vehicles, onto various types of
shorelines. The barges also incorporate ramps
designed to accommodate roll-on/roll-off (RoRo)
vessels.

The video footage shows multiple barges linked
together, creating a substantial platform capable of
supporting significant troop and equipment
movement. While their size could present a
vulnerability in a contested environment, it is
suggested that these barges could play a role in
reinforcing initial landing operations or establishing
logistical support points.

The potential deployment of these barges, in
conjunction with RoRo ships, raises the possibility of
expanded landing sites along Taiwan's coastline
beyond traditionally identified "red beaches." This
development could necessitate adjustments to
Taiwan's defensive posture and strategic planning.
[Taiwan News] [The Telegraph]
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Bangladesh: Election Commission rejects
20 reform proposals

(Im) The Election Commission (EC) has rejected 20
reform proposals put forward by the Electoral System
Reform Commission, asserting that they would
undermine its authority and create unnecessary
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complications. In a letter sent to the National
Consensus Commission, the EC outlined its objections,
particularly to proposals regarding the creation of an
independent commission for constituency delimitation,
changes to local body elections, and the certification of
election fairness. The EC expressed concern that such
proposals would dilute its constitutional authority and
result in inefficiencies, delays, and increased costs.
[Dhaka Tribune 1]

Meanwhile, as the debate over state reforms
continues, four additional political parties have
submitted feedback on the National Consensus
Commission's reform proposals, which cover
constitutional, judicial, and governance changes. These
submissions bring the total number of parties
responding to 11 out of 38. The commission, led by
Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus, has been working to
draft a set of reforms that aim to address longstanding
political issues. [The Daily Star]

The Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), however,
continues to criticize the interim government's lack of
visible reforms. BNP leaders accuse the government of
delaying elections in order to retain power. Party
Secretary General Mirza Fakhrul Islam Alamgir argued
that his party had proposed state reforms years ago, a
31-point outline that closely mirrors the reforms
currently being discussed. Fakhrul emphasized that the
country urgently needs elections to transfer power to
an elected government and rebuild state institutions,
which he claims have been left in crisis by the previous
Sheikh Hasina administration.

Fakhrul reiterated that the BNP would not accept any
further delays in holding free and fair elections,
stressing that a newly elected government should
oversee the necessary reforms for the country’'s future.
[Dhaka Tribune 2]

Bangladesh: Election Commission’s public
notice for new party registration
challenged in High Court

(Im) On March 17, a writ petition was filed with the
High Court challenging the Election Commission (EC) of
Bangladesh's public notice regarding the registration
of new political parties. The petition raised concerns
over several issues, including the exclusion of hilly
communities from forming political parties. The EC's
public notice, issued on March 10, called for
applications for new political party registration, with a
submission deadline of April 20. [Dhaka Tribune]
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Bangladesh: Government recommends
withdrawal of 6,202 politically motivated
cases

The Home Ministry's central committee, led by Law
Adviser Professor Asif Nazrul, has recommended the
withdrawal of 6,202 cases deemed politically motivated
or aimed at harassing opponents. The committee,
which has held eight meetings so far, reviewed a total
of 6,295 case withdrawal proposals, according to a
government media release issued on Sunday.

Officials argue that a significant number of these cases
were filed during the 15-year tenure of the ousted
government, targeting political rivals. The committee’s
recommendations mark an effort to reassess politically
influenced legal actions and ensure a fair judicial
process. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Former IGP shown arrested
in 2024 mass uprising case

(Im) The International Crimes Tribunal (ICT) has
ordered the arrest of former Inspector General of
Police (IGP) Chowdhury Abdullah Al-Mamun in
connection with alleged crimes against humanity
during last year's mass uprising, marking the second
high-profile arrest after ousted Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina in the same case.

The case was initially filed against Hasina on October
17,2024, as the first under the reconstituted tribunal,
which is investigating allegations of state violence
during the student-led protests that led to her
removal. Following a petition from the prosecution, the
tribunal granted permission to formally include
Mamun as an accused, allowing ICT investigators to
interrogate him on March 18.

Chief Prosecutor Mohammad Tajul Islam stated that
Mamun, as Hasina's right-hand man, was responsible
for carrying out her orders, including crackdowns on
students and civilians during the uprising. Prosecutors
argue that his inclusion will be key in establishing
Hasina’s command responsibility for the violence.

Hasina also faces two additional cases—one involving
enforced disappearances and extrajudicial killings
during her 15-year tenure, and another related to the
deadly crackdown on Hefajat-e-Islam protesters at
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Motijheel's Shapla Chattar on May 5, 2013. [The Daily
Star]

Bangladesh: Dhaka Central University to
be formed for seven government colleges

(Im) The interim government has decided to establish
Dhaka Central University, incorporating seven major
government colleges in the capital. The decision was
made at a University Grants Commission (UGC)
meeting with student representatives. The new
university will include Dhaka College, Government
Bangla College, Government Titumir College, Eden
Mohila College, Kabi Nazrul Government College,
Government Shaheed Suhrawardy College, and Begum
Badrunnesa Government Girls' College, collectively
serving around 200,000 students in undergraduate
and postgraduate programs.

To manage the transition, an interim administration
will be formed, initially led by one of the principals
from the seven colleges. The UGC has already
interviewed the principals, and the selected principal’s
college will serve as the university's headquarters. The
proposal has been sent to the University of Dhaka (DU)
via the education ministry, awaiting DU Syndicate
approval before finalization.

The decision follows DU's January 2025 announcement
to sever ties with the seven colleges after persistent
student protests over academic delays. Although new
students will no longer be admitted under DU from the
2024-25 academic year, existing students will continue
under DU’s administration.

Previously, these colleges were affiliated with DU until
the establishment of the National University (NU) in
1992, which took over their administration. In 2017,
following a directive from then-Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina, they were re-affiliated with DU to enhance
education quality and reduce administrative burdens
on NU. However, the re-affiliation led to examination
delays, slow result publications, and administrative
inefficiencies, sparking widespread student protests in
October 2024, demanding an independent university.
[The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Jahangirnagar University
suspends 289 BCL members, nine teachers
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(Im) Jahangirnagar University (JU), a public research
university located in Savar, has taken disciplinary
actions against 289 members of the Bangladesh
Chhatra League (BCL), a student wing of the Awami
League of ousted ex-Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, for
their involvement in violent attacks on students during
the mass uprising resulting in Hasina’s removal in
August 2024. The university announced the expulsion
of current students, withholding results for students
who completed exams, and suspending academic
certificates for former students. A further investigation
committee has been formed to probe the incidents.

In addition to the students, nine teachers have been
suspended for allegedly facilitating the attacks, with
several others under investigation.

As part of the university's decision to address the
unrest, several halls named after members of the
Sheikh family—Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman
Hall, Sheikh Russell Hall, and Sheikh Hasina Hall—will
be renamed. The university has also declared July 15 as
"Black Night" to memorialize the violent student
attacks.[The Daily Star] [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Court upholds death
sentences for 20 students in 2019 murder
case

(Im) A court in Bangladesh upheld the death sentences
of 20 former university students convicted of
murdering fellow student Abrar Fahad in 2019 after he
criticized the former government of Sheikh Hasina on
social media. Fahad, a 21-year-old student at
Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology
(BUET), was beaten for nearly six hours with cricket
bats by a group of 25 students, all members of the
Bangladesh Chhatra League (BCL), the student wing of
Hasina's Awami League. The attack followed his
Facebook post criticizing a water-sharing treaty signed
between Bangladesh and India.

The Bangladesh High Court confirmed the lower
court's verdict, which also sentenced five other
convicts to life imprisonment. Attorney General Md
Asaduzzaman stated that the legal process will
continue, allowing the convicts to appeal the verdict.
Of the 20 sentenced to death, four remain at large,
including one who escaped from a high-security prison
in 2024.

Fahad’s killing sparked nationwide protests in 2019,
prompting Hasina to pledge severe punishment for the
perpetrators. The student wing was accused of using
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intimidation and violence on university campuses
before Hasina was ousted last year following a
student-led uprising.

Death sentences remain common in Bangladesh, with
all executions carried out by hanging, a practice
inherited from British colonial rule. [Arab News]

Bangladesh: Man sentenced to death for
raping and murdering teenager in 2018

(Im) A 35-year-old man has been sentenced to death by
the Women and Children Repression Prevention
Tribunal-4 for the rape and murder of a teenage girl in
Dohar, Dhaka, in 2018. The tribunal also imposed a
fine of BDT 200,000 (roughly USD 1,650) on the
defendant, who is currently absconding, instructing the
Dhaka District Magistrate to recover the amount from
his property to compensate the victim's family. [Dhaka
Tribune]

Bangladesh: DMP chief's remarks on rape
terminology spark backlash from
government and opposition

(Im) Dhaka Metropolitan Police (DMP) Commissioner
Sheikh Md Sajjat Ali has sparked widespread
controversy after urging journalists to avoid using the
term “rape” in media reports. Speaking at an event
organized by the Broadcast Journalist Centre (BJC) in
Dhaka, he suggested that the media instead use
phrases like “violence against women” or “repression
of women,” arguing that excessive reporting on such
crimes could create public panic. The DMP chief
pointed out that even the law is titled the 'Women and
Children Repression Prevention Act’ and proposed that
media coverage be adjusted accordingly.

The Chief Adviser's Office swiftly condemned these
remarks. In a statement, the Chief Adviser’s Press Wing
asserted that “Rape is rape—whether committed
against an eight-year-old or an 80-year-old. Such a
heinous crime must be called by its rightful name.” The
statement reaffirmed the interim government'’s
commitment to justice and the protection of all citizens
from violence. [Dhaka Tribune] [The Daily Star 1]

The backlash extended beyond the government, with

Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) Secretary General

Mirza Fakhrul Islam Alamgir strongly criticizing attacks
on student activists protesting against rising sexual
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violence. He condemned the government's filing of
cases against 12 student leaders involved in anti-rape
demonstrations and denounced a late-night attempt to
arrest Bangladesh Chhatra Federation President
Moshiur Rahman Khan Richard from his residence.
[The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: Tenure of commission on
enforced disappearances extended till
June 30

(Im) The Bangladesh government has extended the
tenure of a five-member commission investigating
enforced disappearances until June 30. The
commission, chaired by retired Justice Moinul Islam
Chowdhury of the Supreme Court's High Court
Division, includes retired Justice Md Farid Ahmed
Shibli, human rights activist Noor Khan, Brac University
teacher Nabila Idris, and human rights activist Sajjad
Hossain.

The commission's mandate is to search for individuals
who have gone missing, identify the affected persons,
and determine the causes of their disappearance. It
will also receive assistance from various law
enforcement agencies, including the police, Rapid
Action Battalion, Border Guard Bangladesh, Criminal
Investigation Department, Special Branch, Detective
Branch, National Security Intelligence, Directorate
General of Forces Intelligence, and the Coast Guard.
The commission is tasked with collecting data on
disappearances from January 1, 2010, to August 5,
2024, and submitting its findings and
recommendations within 45 days. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Police disperse student
protests over DAE chief's removal

(Im) Police dispersed student protesters on March 16
afternoon after they blocked roads at Khamarbari,
demanding the removal of Department of Agricultural
Extension (DAE) Director General Saiful Alam and other
officials linked to the previous regime of ousted Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina. The protests had begun as a
sit-in demonstration by the Bangladesh Civil Service
(Agriculture) Association, but even after officials left,
students continued their blockade, leading to police
intervention.

The unrest stemmed from a recent transfer order
issued by the Ministry of Agriculture, which reassigned
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Dr. Muhammad Mahbubur Rashid, Deputy Director of
DAE's Administration and Finance Wing, to Baradi
Horticulture Center in Meherpur. His replacement by
Md. Muradul Hasan, Deputy Director (Imports) of the
Plant Quarantine Wing, sparked dissatisfaction among
officials and students, leading to the demonstration.
[Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: 43rd BCS excluded candidates
demand gazette publication before Eid

(Im) A group of 227 candidates excluded from the 43rd
Bangladesh Civil Service (BCS) have formed a human
chain in Dhaka, demanding the publication of their
final gazette notification before Eid-ul-Fitr. The protest,
held on March 18, was joined by affected candidates
and their families. The protestors have expressed
frustration over the delay, as the final gazette, which
was initially put on hold by the government on
December 30, 2024, remains unpublished despite
assurances from the Ministry of Public Administration.

The candidates were informed that their appointments
were postponed due to unspecified reasons, and they
were later invited to submit applications for
reconsideration, which they did. Senior Secretary of
the Ministry of Public Administration, Dr. Md
Mokhlesur Rahman, had assured the media in January
2025 that the gazette would be issued within two to
three working days. However, two months have passed
without any updates, leaving the candidates in
uncertainty, particularly with Eid approaching. [The
Daily Star] [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Workers at food
manufacturing company protest unpaid
wages, block highway

(Im) Workers at Fu-Wang Foods Limited, a food
manufacturing company based in Gazipur, staged a
protest on March 18, blocking a highway for nearly 45
minutes to demand unpaid wages and bonuses. The
workers were protesting the non-payment of their
salaries for January, February, and March, as well as
their Eid bonuses, which had not been disbursed as
promised. Despite repeated assurances from
management, the workers claimed the factory had
consistently delayed these payments, particularly
before Eid.
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The protest ended after negotiations between the
workers, the factory authorities, and law enforcement
officials, including the Joydebpur Police, Industrial
Police, and the Bangladesh Army. The workers were
assured that their dues would be cleared by the
evening, and they then gathered for a peaceful sit-in
inside the factory, vowing to remain until their
demands were fully met. [Dhaka Tribune] [The Daily,
Star]

Bangladesh: CPD warns of revenue
shortfall, calls for tax reform amid
inflation concerns

(Im) The Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD) has warned
that Bangladesh may face a revenue shortfall of BDT
1.05 trillion (USD 8.61 billion) by the end of fiscal year
2025 (FY25) due to sluggish revenue growth. The think
tank noted that total revenue collection grew by only
4.4 percent in the first half of FY25, far below the
annual target of 32.2 percent. To meet the target,
revenue collection would need to grow by 55.5 percent
in the remaining months, which the CPD deemed
highly unrealistic.

In response to high inflation, CPD recommended
raising the tax-free income limit from BDT 350,000
(USD 2,870) to BDT 400,000 (USD 3,280) in the FY26
budget, as many households are depleting their
savings to afford food. It also criticized Bangladesh
Bank’s goal of reducing inflation to 7-8 percent by June,
calling it unachievable, especially as gas price hikes are
expected to worsen inflationary pressures.

The CPD emphasized the need for broad-based tax
reforms and restructuring the National Board of
Revenue (NBR) to improve tax collection and
administration. It also called for increased budget
allocations for health and education to reduce poverty
and improve access. Stronger food security measures,
including expanded cold storage and broader food
assistance programs, were also recommended. The
CPD further suggested supporting small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) to drive economic diversification,
along with energy sector reforms to tackle financial
deficits and promote sustainable energy practices.
Additionally, the think tank urged the government to
prioritize macroeconomic stability, stabilize foreign
exchange reserves, and set more realistic fiscal targets
for FY26. [Dhaka Tribune]
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Bangladesh: Chief Adviser Yunus orders
police to strengthen security ahead of
elections

(Im/zh) With elections approaching, Chief Adviser
Muhammad Yunus has directed the police to bolster
their efforts in maintaining law and order across the
country, ensuring the safety of all citizens, including
minorities. During a meeting with 127 senior police
officers at the Chief Adviser's Office on March 17,
Yunus highlighted the potential for unrest from
opposition groups and urged the police to remain
vigilant to prevent disruptions. He stressed the pivotal
role of the police in maintaining order and facilitating
government initiatives, especially in the lead-up to the
election.

Yunus also listened to input from field-level officers
and issued directives to ensure that any destabilizing
propaganda or actions are swiftly addressed. He
emphasized that the creation of a "new Bangladesh"
cannot be achieved without the active role of the
police in enforcing the law. Among those present at the
meeting were Home Affairs Adviser Jahangir Alam
Chowdhury, Home Secretary Nasimul Gani, and
Inspector General of Police Baharul Alam, along with
police officers from various regions and units. [The
Business Standard]

In parallel to these security measures, Bangladesh has
intensified its security crackdown under "Operation
Devil Hunt," aimed at combating crime and unrest
across the country. Launched on February 8, the
operation has led to the arrest of 7,693 individuals,
with an additional 383 arrested in the latest phase. The
operation has also resulted in the recovery of illegal
weapons, including pistols, revolvers, crude bombs,
ammunition, and sharp-edged weapons. [Prothom Alo]

Bangladesh: Islamist mob sets Muslim
shrine on fire in Barguna

A mob set fire to the Ismail Shah shrine, a revered
Muslim religious site in Amtali, Barguna, during its
annual Urs celebration on March 17. The attack,
reportedly led by Maulana Omar Faruk Jihadi and
members of the Tawhidi Janata group, an Islamist
organization known for its conservative views on
religious practices, followed their demand to stop the
shrine's rituals and music. When the caretaker refused,
the mob vandalized the shrine with sticks and set it
ablaze. The attack left 18 to 20 people injured, with
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some taken to the Amtali Upazila Health Complex for
treatment. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Highway Police struggles
with crime prevention amid severe
resource shortages

(Im) The Highway Police, formed nearly two decades
ago to ensure security on Bangladesh’s highways, is
struggling to prevent robberies and other crimes due
to severe manpower shortages, inadequate logistics,
and outdated policing technology.

Officials report that armed gangs targeting buses,
trucks, and private vehicles have become increasingly
common, especially on regional roads after dark.
Though official highway robbery statistics are
unavailable, 171 general robbery cases were recorded
in January and 153 in February 2025, compared to 114
and 121 in the same months last year. Many victims
avoid filing cases, citing legal complexities and lack of
trust in law enforcement.

The unit's operational challenges remain severe. With
only 90 patrol vehicles and 2,931 personnel securing
over 3,000 kilometers of highways, coverage is
inadequate. Nine police stations and outposts lack
even a single patrol vehicle, forcing officers to rent
transport. A shortage of firearms and ammunition has
worsened since last year's student-led protests, which
saw 33 firearms and 11,000 rounds of ammunition
looted from Highway Police establishments.

The design of highways, particularly four-lane and
eight-lane sections, also slows response times, while
the police’s wireless system has just a two-kilometer
range, hampering coordination.

To improve security, Deputy Inspector General (DIG)
Md Shafiqul Islam has requested 250 vehicles and
6,000 officers and announced a deployment of 700
additional policemen before Eid-ul-Fitr. He also called
for access to the Bangladesh Road Transport Authority
(BRTA) database to better track offenders and collect
fines. However, officials warn that without major
investments in manpower, vehicles, and technology,
highway security will remain a challenge. [The Daily
Star]

Bhutan: RAA highlights inefficiencies in
agriculture and construction sectors, calls
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for stronger oversight

(Im) The Royal Audit Authority (RAA) has raised
concerns over inefficiencies in both the agricultural
and construction sectors, revealing gaps in investment,
oversight, and project management.

In agriculture, the RAA found that significant
investments in agricultural and livestock projects have
yielded minimal returns, citing a lack of transparency,
poor tracking, and insufficient follow-up. Despite
spending over BTN 634.895 million (USD 14.9 million)
on seeds and agricultural support, many projects
showed no measurable progress. For example,
discrepancies were found in the distribution of
cardamom rhizomes in Pemagatshel, with missing and
untracked resources. [Kuensel 1]

The RAA also addressed challenges in the construction
sector, where delays, cost overruns, and poor-quality
projects have become common. Issues stem from
inadequate project planning, lack of skilled engineers,
and political pressures leading to unrealistic project
timelines. A significant concern was the misuse of
government funds, particularly interest-free
mobilization advances for contractors, which has
resulted in weak accountability. [Kuensel 2]

To address these issues, the RAA has recommended
establishing an Independent Review Committee (IRC)
to oversee projects and introduce advanced
monitoring systems, such as GPS and CCTV, for real-
time tracking. Additionally, it proposed incorporating
construction timelines into bid contracts and offering
incentives for early completion without compromising
quality.

Bhutan: National strategy launched to
eliminate gender-based violence by 2028

(Im) Bhutan has introduced the National Strategy and
Framework of Action on Eliminating Gender-Based
Violence (2024-2028) to address the widespread issue
of gender-based violence (GBV) and its deep-rooted
societal causes. Launched on March 8, International
Women's Day, the strategy aims to improve access to
GBV services, shift social norms, strengthen legal
frameworks, and ensure survivors receive adequate
support.

The report highlights that two in five women in Bhutan
experience intimate partner violence, while 6.9 percent
report childhood sexual abuse. More than half of
women and girls believe violence against women is
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sometimes justified, reflecting the entrenched cultural
attitudes that sustain GBV. The report identifies key
contributing factors, including low education, alcohol
abuse, harmful masculinity, and gender inequality.

A major challenge is the unequal distribution of GBV
services, with most facilities concentrated in urban
areas like Thimphu, leaving rural regions underserved.
Bhutan has only one One-Stop Service Centre at the
Jigme Dorji Wangchuck National Referral Hospital, and
a limited number of shelters, which particularly affects
people with disabilities. The absence of standard
support mechanisms for LGBTQ+ individuals and those
with disabilities has also been noted as a critical issue.
[Kuensel]

Bhutan: Agenda Chikha commits USD 8
million to strengthen disability inclusion

(Im) Agenda Chikha, a collaborative initiative between
the government and key stakeholders, has committed
USD 8 million to enhance disability inclusion in Bhutan
through a comprehensive program running until 2028.
This initiative aims to implement disability-inclusive
policies aligned with Bhutan's National Action Plan and
National Strategy, focusing on four key pillars:
Empowering Lives, Lifting Our Game, Changing
Mindsets, and Building Knowledge.

A steering committee overseeing the program, co-
chaired by the cabinet secretary, UN resident
coordinator, and the chief executive of the Disabled
Persons' Organisation of Bhutan (DPoB), ensures
broad participation and inclusivity in all efforts, with
particular emphasis on expanding beyond Thimphu
and involving local governments and communities
[Kuensel]

Bhutan: Law enforcement and oversight
agencies adopt SOP to tackle missing
persons cases

(Im) The Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC), Office of
the Attorney General (OAG), and the Royal Audit
Authority (RAA) have adopted a Standard Operating
Procedure (SOP) to address cases involving missing
persons linked to administrative and criminal issues.
The SOP is aimed at closing existing loopholes that
have allowed individuals to evade justice, particularly
in cases related to financial misconduct and criminal
offenses.
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The SOP outlines clear responsibilities for focal
persons, a centralized database for missing persons,
and a collaborative mechanism for action between the
three agencies. The initiative stems from long-standing
concerns over the challenges law enforcement faces in
tracing persons of interest critical to investigations,
prosecutions, and judicial proceedings. Without a
standard approach, these cases have led to delays in
justice and disrupted restitution efforts. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Government revises domestic
revenue to USD 684 million, equivalent to
13.4 percent of GDP

(Im) The Bhutanese government has revised its
domestic revenue projection for the 2024-25 fiscal year
to BTN 57.2 billion (USD 684 million), amounting to
13.4 percent of GDP, according to the finance
ministry's latest update. Revenue growth is expected to
reach 2.12 percent compared to the previous year,
driven by a BTN 416.86 million (USD 5 million) profit
transfer from the Mangdechhu hydropower plant and
adjustments in indirect tax estimates.

Income tax is expected to be the largest revenue
source, contributing BTN 17.29 billion (USD 207
million), followed by BTN 16.57 billion (USD 199 million)
from dividends and profit transfers. Revenue from
taxes on goods and services is estimated at BTN 10.83
billion (USD 130 million), while royalties will contribute
BTN 7.95 billion (USD 95 million).

The implementation of the Goods and Services Tax
(GST) is projected to increase revenue by 2 percent of
GDP, supporting Bhutan's goal of raising the tax-to-
GDP ratio from 13 percent to 15 percent under the
13th Five-Year-Plan. The government is also
considering reducing tax exemptions and excise
equalization tax to create a more business-friendly tax
system.

Despite these efforts, Bhutan remains dependent on
external aid, with foreign grants accounting for 23.48
percent of total resources. External grant receipts
totaled BTN 2.91 billion (USD 35 million) by December
2023, representing 16.04 percent of anticipated annual
inflows. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: SOEs aim for 10X growth by 2050
but capital injection crucial
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(Im) Bhutan's state-owned enterprises (SOEs) aim for a
tenfold revenue increase by 2050, but they require
significant capital investment to reach this goal.
Finance Minister Lekey Dorji emphasized the need for
innovation and efficiency, instructing SOEs to submit
growth plans by September 30.

SOEs face challenges like low productivity and strong
competition, relying on government support. In 2023,
three SOEs—Farm Machinery Corporation Limited
(FMCL), Bhutan Livestock Development Corporation
Limited (BLDCL), and Bhutan Broadcasting Service
Corporation Limited (BBSCL)—reported losses.
Furthermore, government subsidies to SOEs have
decreased steadily over the years, from BTN 2.28
billion (USD 53.5 million) in 2019-20 to BTN 836.7
million (USD 19.7 million) in 2023-24.

To drive growth, SOEs are focusing on Al and
expanding their business. CEOs of companies like
BLDCL aim for substantial revenue growth by
diversifying products and enhancing operations. The
government has granted SOE boards more authority to
hold management accountable and is exploring ways
to support infrastructure and capital needs.

Additionally, SOEs like BBSCL, Kuensel, and the
National Pension Fund will be treated differently due
to their social mandates. The media sector, including
Kuensel, is struggling with declining revenues and
seeking new investment opportunities. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: FDI in agriculture stalls as
Cabinet delays approval, agricultural
exports rise despite challenges

(Im) Bhutan's agricultural sector has seen positive
growth in exports, generating BTN 3.51 billion (USD
53.9 million) from key commodities such as cardamom,
citrus mandarins, potatoes, and cordyceps in 2024.
However, challenges like climate change, pests, and
erratic weather have impacted production. Cardamom,
while still the highest-earning export, faced a decline in
output, and the number of growers also decreased.
Citrus mandarin exports saw significant growth, but
production was also affected by pests and weather
conditions. Despite these hurdles, other crops like
potatoes and cordyceps saw considerable revenue
increases. [Kuensel 1]

On the foreign direct investment (FDI) front, the
government'’s plan to allow 100 percent foreign
ownership in the agricultural sector has faced delays,
with 12 foreign companies still waiting for Cabinet
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approval. The FDI policy, which was announced nearly
a year ago, aims to boost agricultural productivity,
introduce advanced technology, and expand exports of
high-value crops. However, delays in amending related
land, immigration, and environmental regulations have
stalled progress. The sector, which employs 43.5
percent of Bhutan's population and contributes 14.67
percent to the GDP, has ambitious goals set by the
13th Five-Year-Plan to enhance productivity and foster
innovation, with FDI seen as crucial to achieving these
targets. [Kuensel 2]

Bhutan: Government to allow private
healthcare centers under new regulations

(Im) The Bhutanese government is set to allow private
and foreign investment in healthcare under a new
regulatory framework designed to expand medical
services and improve patient care. The Healthcare
Services Rules and Regulations 2025, released by the
Ministry of Health, establish strict guidelines for
licensing and oversight of private healthcare providers
while ensuring compliance with national policies.

The framework categorizes healthcare facilities into
nine types, including super-specialty hospitals, general
hospitals, primary healthcare centers, diagnostic
centers, and clinics. Healthcare providers must first
obtain a provisional technical authorization, valid for
one year, before applying for a full five-year technical
authorization after a final inspection.

The ministry retains the authority to suspend or revoke
licenses if facilities violate regulations or endanger
patient safety. Healthcare providers are required to
submit detailed pricing for services, maintain financial
records, and publicly display charges to ensure
transparency.

Officials clarified that this does not signal full
privatization of Bhutan's healthcare system. Instead,
the government will determine which healthcare
services can be privatized based on infrastructure
needs and strain on public health services. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Construction of critical underpass
culvert in Pasakha nears halfway mark

(Im) The construction of the Bhawanijhora underpass
culvert in Pasakha, a vital infrastructure project in
Bhutan, has reached 45 percent completion. The
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project, which began in September 2024, is expected
to be completed by January 2026. The underpass, once
finished, will help alleviate traffic congestion and
improve the accessibility of the Pasakha industrial
estate, especially during the monsoon season.

The Bhawanijhora underpass project is being executed
by Chimmi RD Construction Private Limited, with
funding from the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and
the government. The project's total cost is BTN 189.95
million (approximately USD 1.37 million), with 85
percent of funding provided by ADB. [Kuensel]

India: Government pledges financial aid to
Manipur but rejects ‘separate
administration’ demand

(rt/wyn/Im) Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
announced in Parliament that the government will
provide financial assistance to support Manipur's
economic recovery following prolonged ethnic
violence. The commitment is part of discussions on
Supplementary Demands for Grants for 2024-25,
Additional Grants for 2021-22, and Manipur's 2025-26
budget. A contingency fund of INR 50 million (USD
575,000) has been allocated, while INR 40 million (USD
460,000) has been designated under the Ministry of
Home Affairs' special relief package for relief camps.
Sitharaman acknowledged that while the law-and-
order situation has improved, sporadic violence
remains a concern. [Economic Times] [The Hindu]

Manipur has been experiencing violent ethnic clashes
since May 2023 between the Kuki-Zo tribal
communities and the Meitei majority over issues of
land rights, political representation, and the revocation
of the Free Movement Regime (FMR) along the India-
Myanmar border. The conflict has resulted in over 260
deaths, the displacement of thousands, and deep
divisions within the state. The Indian government
imposed President’s Rule in February 2025 following
Chief Minister N. Biren Singh’s resignation under
pressure from both Kuki and Meitei groups. Kuki
leaders have demanded a separate administration for
their areas, claiming they can no longer coexist with
the Meitei-led Manipur government, while Meitei
groups oppose any territorial division of the state.

The Indian government has now formally rejected the
demand for a separate Union Territory for the Kuki-Zo
areas. Home Minister Amit Shah conveyed this position
to Kuki-Zo organizations during a meeting with the
Ministry of Home Affairs' Northeast advisor in
Churachandpur on March 11. The decision is expected
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to fuel further tensions, as Kuki organizations have
been pressing for autonomy and view the rejection as
disregarding their grievances. In response, Kuki groups
have initiated an awareness campaign advocating for a
"referendum” on the issue, citing historical precedents
such as Nagaland's plebiscite before its statehood.
[Deccan Herald]

Meanwhile, the Kuki-Zo Council lifted its indefinite
shutdown on March 13, allowing approximately 450
trucks carrying goods to Imphal to move via National
Highway-2 after days of blockade. The shutdown,
imposed on March 8, followed violent clashes between
Kuki-Zo protesters and security forces in Kangpokpi
district, resulting in one death and multiple injuries.
The protest was against the Union government's Free
Movement initiative, which the Kuki-Zo community
argues undermines justice for their people. While truck
movement has resumed, the Kuki-Zo Council
maintains its opposition to the initiative and has vowed
to resist any measures facilitating unrestricted
movement. [The Indian Express 1]

India: House panel calls for 20 percent
increase in MEA budget to reflect global
role

(wyn) A parliamentary committee has criticized the
Ministry of External Affairs' (MEA) budget allocation,
describing it as "disproportionately low" given India's
growing global stature and the expanding role it is
expected to play. The committee, led by main
opposition Indian National Congress MP Shashi
Tharoor, has recommended a 20 percent increase in
the MEA's allocation for the next fiscal year to better
meet the country's diplomatic and development
responsibilities.

The Standing Committee's Fifth Report on the
Demands for Grants of the MEA for 2025-26
highlighted that the ministry's current budget of INR
205.17 billion, which represents only 0.4 percent of the
total national allocation, is insufficient. The MEA ranks
22nd in terms of budget allocation, with the largest
portions going to sectors like Defence, Home Affairs,
and Infrastructure.

Despite these constraints, Foreign Secretary Vikram
Misri noted that the MEA could fulfill its international
obligations but flagged areas where increased funding
could enhance its efforts. These included boosting
development assistance, improving support for human
resources, and securing better diplomatic real estate
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to match India's growing influence. [The Indian
Express]

India: Stricter immigration law proposes
severe penalties for violations

(rt) India has introduced the Immigration and
Foreigners Bill in Parliament to enhance national
security and tighten immigration laws, replacing four
existing statutes. The proposed law introduces tougher
penalties for violations such as forged travel
documents, visa violations, overstaying, and failure to
register with authorities. It mandates that all
individuals entering or leaving India must have a valid
passport and visa, and foreigners deemed a security
threat may be denied entry or permission to stay.

The Bill proposes harsh penalties for offenders.
Entering India without valid documents may result in
up to five years of imprisonment and a fine of INR
500,000 (USD 5,700). Using forged documents could
lead to imprisonment ranging from two to seven years,
with fines between INR 100,000 (USD 1,100) and INR 10
million (USD 11,500). Overstaying or violating visa
conditions may result in up to three years of
imprisonment and a fine of INR 300,000 (USD 3,400).
Transport carriers bringing undocumented foreigners
into the country may also be fined up to INR 500,000
(USD 5,700).

A key change in the Bill shifts the burden of proof onto
individuals rather than the state, requiring them to
prove their legal immigration status. The proposed law
also strengthens registration requirements, mandating
that foreigners register not only upon arrival but also
in educational institutions, hospitals, and nursing
homes. The Bill is expected to streamline immigration
procedures while reinforcing national security
measures. [The Hindu] [Economic Times] [Financial
Express]

India: Nearly 75 percent of assurances
made by Union ministers in Parliament
unfulfilled

(Im) In Parliament’s upper house, the Rajya Sabha, on
March 17, it was revealed that nearly 75 percent of the
assurances made by Union ministers in Parliament in
2024 remained unfulfilled. Out of 160 assurances
made, only 39 were fulfilled, while 119 are still
pending. Parliamentary Affairs Minister Kiren Rijiju
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emphasized the importance of fulfilling these
assurances within three months to maintain the
integrity of parliamentary democracy. He stated that
failure to do so would tarnish the reputation of
Parliament, as members of Parliament rely on
government responses to their questions.

Rijiju noted that the launch of the Online Assurances
Monitoring System (OAMS) in 2018 had led to a
significant reduction in pending assurances, with 99
percent of requests resolved. However, Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP) member Sanjay Singh highlighted a
contradiction, pointing to data that showed 1,324
assurances still pending, raising concerns about the
system's accuracy.

The OAMS, developed by the Ministry of Parliamentary
Affairs in collaboration with the Lok Sabha and Rajya
Sabha secretariats, aims to enhance accountability and
transparency. It provides a digital platform to track and
monitor assurances, ensuring they are fulfilled in a
timely manner. Despite these efforts, 547 assurances
are still pending in the Rajya Sabha and 764 in the Lok
Sabha. [The Hindu]

India: Cabinet panel on reservation policy
to submit report within six months

(Im) Jammu and Kashmir Chief Minister Omar Abdullah
announced that the Cabinet sub-committee formed to
review the state’s reservation policy in recruitment will
submit its report within six months. The timeline was
set following a meeting with a group of job aspirants
concerned about the existing policy. Abdullah
acknowledged that the original order establishing the
sub-committee did not specify a deadline, but assured
that this oversight would be corrected while
reaffirming the committee's commitment to
completing its task within the set timeframe.

Earlier, the J&K government, in a written response to
the Assembly, had stated that no specific deadline was
initially assigned to the three-member sub-committee.
The issue has drawn political attention, with People's
Conference president Sajad Gani Lone alleging that the
system is biased against the Kashmiri-speaking
population as well as Scheduled Tribes (ST) and
Economically Weaker Sections (EWS) in the Kashmir
region. The upcoming report is expected to address
these concerns and recommend potential changes to
the recruitment quota framework. [The Indian Express]
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India: Supreme Court orders probe into
Tamil Nadu caste certificates over
suspected fraud

(Im) The Supreme Court of India has ordered an
extensive inquiry into the alleged issuance of
fraudulent caste certificates in Tamil Nadu, particularly
concerning claims of membership in the Hindu Konda
Reddis community, a Scheduled Tribe. A bench
comprising Justices ] B Pardiwala and R Mahadevan
expressed concerns over a "huge racket" involved in
issuing such certificates, calling the situation
"extremely dangerous." The court emphasized the
need to verify the authenticity of thousands of caste
certificates issued in the region.

The case originated from a 2019 Madras High Court
ruling that directed the issuance of a community
certificate while ordering a review of existing
certificates for verification. The Supreme Court had
initially stayed the ruling but modified its stance in
February 2025, allowing the State Level Scrutiny
Committee to proceed with an extensive inquiry. The
court instructed the committee to complete its
investigation and submit a report within six weeks,
stating that it would examine each petition individually
based on the findings. [The Indian Express]

India: Goa High Court strikes down land
use amendment, calls it arbitrary

(wyn) The High Court of Bombay at Goa has struck
down an amendment to section 17(2) of the Goa Town
and Country Planning (TCP) Act, ruling that it was
arbitrary and could harm the state’s fragile ecosystem.
The amendment, introduced in March 2023, allowed
for plot-by-plot land conversions in the Regional Plan
2021 to rectify "inadvertent errors" in zoning. The court
ruled that the amendment lacked proper safeguards,
including public consultation and clear guidelines on
what qualified as an error, making the process
vulnerable to misuse.

The judgment also highlighted concerns about the
environmental impact, particularly in eco-sensitive
areas such as paddy fields and orchards, which could
be converted into settlement zones. The court
declared the Goa Town and Country Planning
(Alteration/Modification in the Regional Plan for
Rectification of Inconsistent/Inadvertent Zoning
Proposals) Rules 2023 as ultra vires the TCP Act and
the Constitution. However, it rejected a plea to declare
section 17(2) itself unconstitutional.
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To prevent immediate disruptions, the court has
stayed its order for six weeks, preventing further
approvals under the provision during this period. [The
Indian Express]

India: Apple blocks Tinder owner and
startups from accessing confidential
information in antitrust case

(wyn) Apple has successfully blocked Match Group
(owner of Tinder) and the Alliance of Digital India
Foundation (ADIF) from accessing commercially
sensitive information related to an ongoing antitrust
investigation in India, according to a confidential ruling
from the Competition Commission of India (CCl). The
investigation found that Apple potentially exploited its
dominant position in the app store market for its iOS
operating system, negatively affecting app developers,
users, and payment processors.

Match and ADIF had requested access to confidential
data, including developer payouts and billing details,
but these details were redacted in the investigation's
report. The CCl, in a March 3 ruling, decided not to
release the information, citing concerns that disclosing
such data could harm Apple and other third parties
involved in the case. Apple, which denies any
wrongdoing, argued that its redactions were necessary
to protect its commercial interests.

The case began following a complaint from the non-
profit "Together We Fight Society," which accused
Apple of raising costs for app developers and
customers through its in-app fee structure, which can
reach up to 30 percent. While Apple's iOS powers only
about 4 percent of smartphones in India, the company
has seen significant growth in the country over the
past five years. The CCl's investigation is ongoing, with
a final ruling expected in the coming weeks, which
could result in fines or a change in Apple's practices in
India.

This case follows a similar antitrust ruling against
Google in 2022, where the CCl imposed a USD 113
million fine for anticompetitive practices related to its
in-app payment system. [Reuters] [The Tech Portal]

India: Opposition leader Sonia Gandhi
slams BJP government for undermining
labor law
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(wyn) Main opposition Indian National Congress leader
Sonia Gandhi criticized the BJP-led government for
allegedly keeping the Budget allocation for the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) stagnant.

The MGNREGA is an Indian labor law and social
security measure aimed at providing guaranteed
employment to rural households. It guarantees 100
days of wage employment per year to every rural
household whose adult members volunteer to do
unskilled manual work, with the goal of improving
living standards and reducing poverty.

Speaking in Parliament's upper house, the Rajya Sabha,
Gandhi claimed that the BJP government had
“systematically undermined” the rural employment
guarantee scheme, which she described as a vital
safety net for millions of rural poor. She noted that the
MGNREGA allocation remained at INR 86,000 million
(approximately USD 1.04 billion), marking a 10-year low
as a percentage of GDP. Adjusted for inflation, the
effective budget has decreased by INR 4,000 million
(approximately USD 48 million), with nearly 20 percent
of the allocated funds used to clear past dues.

Gandhi also highlighted ongoing challenges with the
scheme, including the exclusionary Aadhaar-based
payment system, delays in wage payments, and
inadequate wage rates. She demanded an increase in
the minimum wage by INR 400 (approximately USD
4.80) per day and called for the number of guaranteed
workdays to be raised from 100 to 150 per year. These
measures, she argued, are necessary to ensure
MGNREGA provides dignified employment and
financial security. [The Indian Express]

India: Chhattisgarh set to get new
stringent anti-conversion law

(Im) Chhattisgarh, an Indian state located in central
India, is set to introduce a new and more stringent
anti-conversion law to address concerns over illegal
religious conversions. This comes despite the state
already having provisions under the Chhattisgarh
Freedom of Religion Act, 1968, which penalizes forced
conversions. The state government, led by the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), is considering this new law
in response to allegations of "faith healing" meetings,
referred to as "changai sabhas," being used to mislead
and convert vulnerable individuals.

Home Minister Vijay Sharma announced that the
government would take legal action against such
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activities. The proposal also responds to claims by BJP
legislator Ajay Chandrakar, who raised concerns about
NGOs allegedly using foreign funds for religious
conversions in districts like Bastar and Jashpur. Despite
these claims, the government emphasized that
investigations and legal actions are already in place.
The new bill, which has been in the works since last
year, is expected to be presented in the Assembly
soon. [The Indian Express]

India: Goods trade deficit at a 42-month
low on reduced gold, silver and crude
imports

(Im) India's goods trade deficit narrowed to a 42-month
low of USD 14.05 billion in February 2025, following a
significant decline in imports of gold, silver, and crude
oil. Gold and silver imports fell to USD 2.7 billion, the
lowest since June 2024, while crude oil imports
dropped to USD 11.89 billion, marking the lowest level
since July 2023. As a result, the trade deficit was
considerably lower than the USD 22.9 billion recorded
in January 2025 and USD 19.5 billion in February 2024.

India's total exports for February 2025 amounted to
USD 36.9 billion, though they saw a 10.84 percent
decrease year-on-year. Imports also decreased,
dropping to USD 50.9 billion, a 16.3 percent decline
compared to the same period last year. Meanwhile,
services trade saw positive growth, with exports of
services at USD 35.03 billion and imports at USD 16.55
billion.

The reduced trade deficit suggests that India could see
a surplus of approximately USD 5 billion in its current
account for Q4 of FY2025, equivalent to around 0.5
percent of GDP. These developments come at a time
when concerns over a depreciating currency and
ongoing U.S. trade policy uncertainties continue to
persist. [The Hindu]

Regarding the steel industry, India’s sector is expected
to remain largely unaffected by the newly
implemented U.S. tariffs on steel imports. India’s steel
exports to the U.S. are minimal, at less than 100,000
metric tons, meaning the impact of the tariffs on the
industry will be limited. The U.S. imposed higher tariffs
on steel and aluminum imports as part of a broader
strategy to revise global trade norms in favor of the
U.S., but India’s steel sector remains resilient due to its
focus on domestic markets and exports to other
regions. [Reuters] [Business Standard]
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India: Sugar mills secure contracts to
export 600,000 metric tons

(wyn) India's sugar mills have secured contracts to
export 600,000 metric tons of sugar for the 2024/25
marketing year, ending in September. However, export
activities have slowed recently due to rising domestic
sugar prices, driven by increased local demand during
the summer season. This slowdown is expected to
stabilize global sugar prices, which are currently at
their lowest levels in three years. India, the world's
second-largest sugar producer, has already exported
approximately 250,000 tons of the contracted amount.

In January, India allowed a 1-million-ton export quota
after halting sugar exports last year to prevent
domestic price hikes. While local demand for sugar
increases in summer months, the current pace of
shipments is slower compared to earlier in the year.
India’s sugar production for the 2024/25 season is
expected to fall to 25.8 million tons, below the annual
29 million tons of domestic consumption. Despite this,
industry leaders remain optimistic that Indian mills will
meet the export quota by September. [Reuters] [The
Economic Times]

India: Starlink set to reshape internet
access as government moves to limit
satellite permits

(rt) Elon Musk's Starlink has secured key partnerships
with India’s telecom giants Reliance Jio and Bharti
Airtel, positioning itself to expand internet access
across the country, particularly in rural areas.
However, the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India
(TRAI) is considering limiting satellite broadband
spectrum permits to five years, significantly shorter
than the 20-year license sought by Starlink. The move
aims to assess market development before committing
to long-term allocations. [Reuters 1] [Reuters 2]

India’s internet penetration stands at about 47
percent, leaving over 700 million people without
reliable access. While urban areas rely on fiber-optic
networks operated by providers like Reliance Jio, Bharti
Airtel, and BSNL, rural connectivity remains a
challenge. Starlink’s low-Earth-orbit (LEO) satellites
bypass traditional infrastructure barriers, offering
high-speed internet (100+ Mbps) in areas where laying
fiber or building cell towers is impractical. Analysts see
this as a game-changer for bridging India’s digital
divide.
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The government's cautious stance on satellite
spectrum allocation stems from concerns over market
stability and national security. Indian telecom firms,
including Reliance and Airtel, initially resisted Starlink’s
entry, pushing for spectrum auctions instead of
administrative allotments. They later shifted strategy,
securing partnerships with Starlink to expand their
services while ensuring local control. These deals,
however, remain contingent on regulatory approvals.

Despite regulatory hurdles, India's satellite
communication market is expected to grow
significantly, with Deloitte projecting it will reach USD
1.9 billion by 2030. KPMG estimates the broader sector
will expand to USD 25 billion by 2028. The
government's final decision on licensing and pricing,
expected within a month, will determine Starlink’s
long-term role in India’s internet landscape and its
competition with domestic giants like Jio and Airtel.
[Economic Times 1] [Economic Times 2] [The New York

Times] [The Indian Express]

India: Equity mutual fund inflows hit 10-
month low as smallcap, midcap stocks
decline

(wyn) Inflows into India’s equity mutual funds dropped
to a 10-month low in February 2025, as investors
pulled back amid a market slump in smallcap and
midcap stocks. According to data from the Association
of Mutual Funds in India, inflows fell 26 percent month-
on-month to INR 293 billion (USD 3.4 billion), marking
the steepest decline since April 2023. The downturn
reflects growing investor caution amid economic
slowdown concerns, weak corporate earnings, and
sustained foreign selling.

The Nifty 50 index, representing large-cap stocks, fell 6
percent in February, while smallcap and midcap
indices saw steeper declines of 24 percent and 21
percent, respectively, from their record highs.
Investors have responded by shifting strategies and
waiting for clearer macroeconomic signals. Smallcap
stocks refer to companies with relatively low market
capitalization, while midcap stocks are those with
moderate market capitalization, positioned between
largecap and smallcap firms. These stocks tend to be
more volatile but can offer higher growth potential.

Systematic Investment Plan (SIP) contributions, a key
retail investment avenue, declined for the second
consecutive month, with total accounts dropping to
82.6 million from 83.4 million in January. Analysts
attribute the outflows to cooling valuations in small
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and midcap segments, which had previously attracted
strong retail participation. Many investors are now
prioritizing safer options amid market volatility.
[Reuters] [The Economic Times]

India: Tensions in Nagpur following
protest against Mughal emperor’'s tomb

(Im/wyn) Tensions in Nagpur, Maharashtra, escalated
on March 17, 2025, following a protest demanding the
removal of the tomb of 17th-century Mughal emperor
Aurangzeb. The protest, organized by right-wing
groups such as the Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP) and
Bajrang Dal, quickly turned violent. Demonstrators,
outraged by rumors that a holy book had been
desecrated during the demonstration, began pelting
stones and setting vehicles on fire. Clashes broke out
between the protesters and police, leaving at least four
people injured. Authorities responded with tear gas
and cane charges to restore order.

The violence led to the imposition of an indefinite
curfew in parts of the city. The unrest also resulted in
more than a dozen police officers being injured, with
one in serious condition. The VHP had earlier burned
an effigy of Aurangzeb and called for the removal of his
tomb in Aurangabad, a move supported by those who
want the tomb replaced with a memorial to the
Maratha rulers. The situation worsened when Muslim
groups, angered by the protest, marched near a police
station and clashed with the authorities.

Aurangzeb's tomb, located in Khuldabad, Maharashtra,
has become a point of contention due to his polarizing
legacy as a Mughal emperor known for his strict
religious policies and military conquests. The debate
surrounding the tomb intensified after comments
made by Abu Azmi, a senior leader of the Samajwadi
Party, who praised Aurangzeb as a good administrator.
These remarks led to renewed protests and
heightened tensions, especially in a region already
sensitive to religious and political disputes.

The incident also coincides with criticism of the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and Prime Minister
Narendra Modi's government, with critics accusing the
administration of discriminating against Muslims. The
situation in Nagpur is particularly significant as it is the
headquarters of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
(RSS), the ideological parent of the BJP. While the VHP
denied accusations of violence, the unrest has raised
concerns about increasing religious tensions in the
country. [Reuters] [The Indian Express] [INDIA TODAY]
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India: Ordnance factory employee
arrested for alleged espionage

(wyn) The Uttar Pradesh Anti-Terror Squad (ATS) has
arrested a chargeman at the Ordnance Factory in
Hazratpur, Firozabad, on charges of espionage. The
individual is accused of leaking sensitive defense
information to a Pakistani agent, whom they met on
Facebook. Investigators say they regularly
communicated through WhatsApp, sharing classified
documents in exchange for money.

The Ordnance Factory in Hazratpur is part of India’s
Ordnance Factory Board (OFB), which produces
defense equipment, ammunition, and military
hardware for the Indian Armed Forces. The arrest
comes amid ongoing probes into Pakistani intelligence
operations targeting Indian defense personnel. [The
Indian Express]

Maldives: Stalemate continues over
Supreme Court judges' suspension and
judicial reforms

(Im/sl) Tensions surrounding the suspension of three
Supreme Court judges and proposed amendments to
the Judicature Act in the Maldives continue to unfold,
with significant developments over the past days.

A key development came when the Maldives
Parliament decided to send the controversial bill
proposing amendments to the Judicature Act—seeking
to reduce the number of judges on the Supreme Court
bench from seven to five—back to the Judiciary
Committee for further review. This decision followed
President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu's return of the bill,
prompted by advice from the Attorney General that
certain provisions might not comply with the
Constitution. [the edition 1]

The bill had been rushed through Parliament in just
two days, despite the ongoing hearings at the Supreme
Court concerning the revocation of a constitutional
amendment regarding MPs' loss of seat. Shortly after
the bill's passage, three Supreme Court judges—Husnu
Suood, Dr. Azmiralda Zahir, and Mahaz Ali Zahir—were
placed on suspension due to investigations launched
by the Anti-Corruption Commission. This move
brought a halt to the critical case regarding MPs' loss
of seat, leaving the Supreme Court unable to function
properly. [AIR No. 9, March/2025, 1]
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In response to these actions, former MP Ibrahim Ismail
(Ibra), who chaired the committee that drafted the
current Constitution, filed a petition in the High Court.
He argued that the suspensions had effectively
paralyzed the Supreme Court and obstructed its ability
to perform its constitutional role. However, on March
14, the High Court rejected his petition, ruling that Ibra
had failed to identify a specific constitutional violation.
Despite this setback, Ibra has warned that the
suspensions are part of a broader effort to undermine
judicial independence and use the judiciary to settle
political disputes. [the edition 2]

Amid these ongoing tensions, former Supreme Court
Judge Husnu Suood, who resigned after being
suspended, submitted a formal complaint to
international bodies, including the United Nations, the
European Union, and the Commonwealth. Suood is
calling for international intervention to preserve
judicial independence in the Maldives and for the
government to reverse what he sees as
unconstitutional actions against judges. [the edition 3]

In parallel developments, the Judicial Service
Commission (JSC) has made the decision to keep the
hearings in the second case against Supreme Court
Judge Dr. Azmiralda Zahir closed to the public.
Azmiralda is currently under suspension and faces two
investigations: one for allegedly influencing Criminal
Court judges regarding her husband's arrest, and
another concerning her presence when former
Supreme Court Judge Husnu Suood used offensive
language toward a High Court official. Alongside
Azmiralda, Judge Mahaz Ali Zahir is also under
investigation. Both judges have denied the allegations.
[the edition 4]

Amid these ongoing legal battles, Ibrahim Falah,
Parliamentary Group Leader of the ruling People’s
National Congress (PNC), expressed that the
President’s decision to return the bill shows that
Parliament does not act solely under the President's
influence, despite the PNC's supermajority. Falah
pointed out that if the bill were to be ratified, it would
be impractical at this stage due to the suspension of
three judges, which prevents the implementation of
the stipulation to have five judges on the bench.
Therefore, the bill will now undergo a further review by
the Judiciary Committee. [the edition 5]

Meanwhile, the JSC has nominated High Court Chief
Judge Hussain Shaheed to fill the vacancy left by
Suood's resignation. Three candidates had applied for
the position: Shaheed, former Deputy Prosecutor
General Mariyam Nihayath, and lawyer Rusdhullah
Ibrahim. After conducting interviews, the JSC
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forwarded Shaheed’s name to President Muizzu for
approval. If the nomination is approved by the
President, it will then be forwarded to Parliament for
final approval. Shaheed has extensive experience in
the judiciary, having served as Chief Judge of the High
Court since October 2023, and previously worked as
Legal Officer at the Criminal Court and Magistrate in
Feydhoo. [the edition 6] [the edition 7]

Maldives: Tensions escalate over MDP
rally, leading to legal action and
condemnation of child defamation

(Im) Tensions have escalated in the Maldives following
a series of events linked to an opposition Maldivian
Democratic Party (MDP) rally, culminating in a public
dispute involving President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu's
family. The controversy began when senior MDP
activist Mariyam Zubair (Mandhi) made claims during
the rally that the government's ban on vapes was
linked to the vaping habits of the President’s 16-year-
old son, Umair.

The claim, made amidst a sweeping vaping ban
imposed since December, was met with vehement
condemnation from the President’s family, with First
Lady Sajidha Mohamed denying the allegations. She
stated that Umair does not use vapes or tobacco. In
response, the President’s family announced plans to
sue MDP Chairperson Fayyaz Ismail, Zubair, and the
party, claiming that these false statements harmed the
child’s education, future, and social development. The
lawsuit will be pursued in civil court. [the edition 1] [the
edition 2]

In reaction to the allegations, Parliamentary Speaker
Abdul Rahman Abdulla condemned the remarks,
calling for strict action due to violations of children's
rights. The Elections Commission (EC) also denounced
the statements, citing violations of the Children’s
Rights Protection Act and urging political parties to
respect legal frameworks on freedom of speech. [the
edition 3]

Meanwhile, the Children's Ombudsperson’s Office
condemned the circulation of a video defaming the
child during the MDP rally. It stressed that while
freedom of expression is protected, it must be
exercised in a manner that respects the dignity of
others, particularly children. The Ombudsperson’s
Office called for preventative measures, highlighting
the potential psychological harm caused by such
actions. [the edition 4]
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The Human Rights Commission of the Maldives
(HRCM), which has been monitoring the MDP protests
in Male’ since March 7, emphasized the constitutional
right to peaceful assembly. However, it also
condemned derogatory remarks made about a child
and urged law enforcement to prevent such incidents
while ensuring media access to protests. [the edition 5]

In response to the escalating situation, the Maldives
Police Service summoned MDP activists Zubair and
Fathimath Shiuna for violations of the Freedom of
Assembly Act, including obstructing traffic and police
duties. Former MP Mohamed Raaee and ex-RDC
Managing Director Moosa Ali Manik (Mookey) were
also summoned. Additionally, Ahmed Saleem (Maaz
Saleem) was summoned for allegedly supporting
Zubair's remarks. [the edition 6] [the edition 7]

On March 16, as the protests intensified, Zubair was
attacked with black oil by two masked individuals while
returning home from the protest. The First Lady
condemned the attack, calling it unacceptable and
urging the public to avoid escalating tensions and allow
the justice process to unfold. [the edition 8] [the
edition 9]

Maldives: HDC submits Binveriya scheme
cases to Police

(Im) The Housing Development Corporation (HDC) has
conducted an audit of land plots issued under the
Binveriya housing scheme and forwarded cases with
identified issues to the police for further investigation.
[the edition]

The Binveriya scheme is a government initiative aimed
at providing affordable housing to eligible citizens in
the Maldives. Under the scheme, land plots are
allocated to recipients for building homes, especially to
assist low-income families.

HDC revealed that multiple applications were received
for certain plots, prompting an in-depth audit.
Following this audit, several cases were flagged and
referred to law enforcement for additional scrutiny.
The issue of multiple applicants for the same land was
first raised in December 2024, with allegations that
Mohamed Fazeel Rasheed, brother of the then HDC
Managing Director Ibrahim Fazul Rasheed, had built
boundary walls on a plot of land despite not being
listed as a recipient.

This investigation led to the resignation of Fazul and
suspensions of HDC Board members [see AiR No. 52,
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December/2024, 4]. Allegations of land being granted
to individuals not on the Binveriya list have been
raised, with HDC citing forged documents as a possible
cause. The Anti-Corruption Commission is also
investigating the issue.

Maldives: Civil Court rules HDC lawfully
terminated agreement with SealLife

(sl) The Civil Court has ruled that the Housing
Development Corporation (HDC) lawfully terminated
its agreement with SealLife for the construction of
3,000 housing units in Hulhumale'. As a result, HDC is
not obligated to pay compensation to the company.

The agreement between HDC and Sealife Global Inc
Pvt Ltd was signed on March 13, 2014, but was
terminated by HDC on December 24, 2018, due to
Sealife's failure to meet its contractual obligations.
Additionally, the company used a fraudulent
performance guarantee under the name of Credit
Suisse, which led to financial losses for multiple
individuals.

In response, Sealife filed a lawsuit in the Hulhumale'
Division of the Civil Court, seeking to overturn the
termination and claim damages.

Following the ruling, HDC reaffirmed its commitment
to legal action against any entities that violate
agreements related to Hulhumalé development
projects. [the edition]

Maldives: Minister Haidar summoned to
parliament over student loan issues

(Im) Minister of Higher Education, Labour and Skills
Development Dr. Ali Haidar has been summoned to
parliament over delays in depositing funds for
students studying on loans and scholarships. The
summons, proposed by a lawmaker from the ruling
People's National Congress (PNC), comes in response
to complaints from parents regarding the delayed
stipends and tuition fees.

The PNC lawmaker has called for an explanation from
the minister regarding these delays and why there
have been setbacks in responding to student inquiries.
One parent of a student under the loan scheme
reported that the ministry had informed them that
funds would not be deposited until next month,
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despite the course fees being due immediately. [the
edition]

Maldives: MP questions delay in
summoning ministers to Parliament

(Im) South Galolhu MP Meekail Naseem has raised
concerns over Parliament’s failure to summon two
ministers beyond the required timeline, despite his
formal requests in January. According to parliamentary
regulations, ministers must be summoned within 14
days of an MP's request, including public holidays.
However, Housing Minister Dr. Abdulla Muththalib and
Homeland Security Minister Ali lhusan have yet to be
scheduled, despite the current term beginning on
February 6.

Meekail previously raised a procedural point in
Parliament on February 3, to which Speaker Abdul
Raheem Abdulla responded that he would investigate
and provide an answer later. Having received no
response, Meekail submitted a formal letter requesting
an explanation.

His inquiry to Minister Muththalib concerns alleged
ineligible land recipients under the Binveriyaa Scheme,
specifically whether relevant documents survived the
fire at the Housing Ministry. His inquiry to Minister
Ihusan seeks clarification on actions taken against
individuals who signed as witnesses for invalid
Progressive National Congress (PNC) membership
forms submitted to the Election Commission.

Since the parliamentary term began in February, only
one minister has been summoned for questioning.
[the edition]

Maldives: Emergency generators deployed
in Addu City due to power outages

(db) Addu City's interconnected islands are
experiencing a critical surge in power outages,
prompting swift action from the Fenaka Corporation.
To stabilize the region’s electricity supply, a new one-
megawatt generator was transported to Addu on
March 12 and is currently being installed, Fenaka
officials confirmed.

Fenaka also revealed that a further 1.8-megawatt
generator has been imported to the Maldives and is
slated for immediate delivery to Addu. Simultaneously,
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efforts are ongoing to repair two existing generators in
Addu: a 1.8-megawatt unit and a 1.6-megawatt unit.

Fenaka has been actively addressing Addu's persistent
electricity challenges since the beginning of March by
implementing a comprehensive maintenance program.
This program includes substantial servicing of five
power plants, upgrades to three engines, the proactive
upkeep of 18 engines, and acquiring rare components
for eight engines. The Central Power Station’s
maintenance team has reportedly been dealing with
an average of 18 hours daily with these repairs.

The connected islands of Addu need 12 megawatts of
electricity during peak times. To meet this demand, 20
generators with a combined power of 26.8 megawatts
have been installed in Hithadhoo. Notwithstanding,
recurring malfunctions have been exacerbating the
problem of power outages since 2024.

Despite assurances that the electricity issues would be
fixed before Ramadan, residents still suffered from
outages throughout the holy month, sparking local
protests and growing frustration with the unreliable
power supply. [The edition]

Maldives: USD 41 million allocated for new
healthcare facilities across nine islands

(db) On March 12, the Maldivian government awarded
contracts in the amount of USD 41 million to three
state-owned enterprises for the construction of new
hospitals and health centers on nine Maldivian islands.

The Maldives Transport and Contracting Company
(MTCC) secured contracts for four projects: the
construction of health centers in Noonu atoll Foddoo
(USD 1,8 million) and Shaviyani atoll Maaungoodhoo
(USD 1,8 million), and the construction of hospitals in
Vaavu atoll Felidhoo (USD 6,9 million) and Thaa atoll
Vilufushi (USD 6,9 million).

The Road Development Corporation (RDC) will oversee
the construction of healthcare facilities on four islands:
a health center in Kaafu atoll Baarah (USD 1,7 million),
a Damanaveshi facility in Haa Dhaalu atoll
Kulhudhuffushi (USD 1,5 million), and hospitals in Haa
Dhaalu atoll Hanimaadhoo (USD 6,8 million) and Alifu
Dhaalu atoll Maamigili (USD 6,8 million).

The Fenaka Corporation was tasked to build a health
center in Haa Dhaalu atoll Makunudhoo, valued at USD
6,7 million. [The edition]
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Maldives: Sports Ministry in talks with
state firms over FAM debt repayment

(Im) The Ministry of Sports, Fitness, and Recreation has
initiated discussions with state-owned companies to
address the Football Association of Maldives (FAM)'s
outstanding debts, Minister Abdulla Rafiu announced
at FAM's Extraordinary Congress.

FAM's debt currently exceeds MVR 150 million (USD
9.75 million), with liabilities owed to Maldivian, the
State Trading Organization (STO), and the Housing
Development Corporation (HDC). The association owes
MVR 7.4 million (USD 481,000) to Maldivian for
previously issued tickets, MVR 1.5 million (USD 97,500)
to STO for unused sponsorship funds allocated for a
league tournament that was never held, and unpaid
rent to HDC for land leased for a football school,
leading to an eviction notice.

Minister Rafiu affirmed that the government has been
assisting FAM, providing temporary office space after
the association’s offices were found in disrepair and
deploying ministry staff to support FAM operations. He
also noted that, despite the financial challenges, the
ministry has ensured teams receive tickets to
participate in international tournaments. [the edition]

Maldives: Henveiru terminal opens for
atoll speedboats

(sl) On March 13, speedboats from the atolls began
using the newly opened Henveiru Ferry Terminal in
Malé, following President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu's
decision to allow high-speed ferry operators access.
The terminal, also serving ferries to Hulhulé and
CROSSROADS, will accommodate speedboats once
schedules are confirmed.

MTCC CEO Ahmed Saudhee noted that seven
companies are interested in providing services to cover
Baa Atoll, Alif Dhaalu Atoll, and Kaafu Atoll. The
Henveiru terminal is expected to handle up to 15
ferries per day, with a capacity of 2,000 passengers.
The terminal can dock five speedboats at a time, while
the Hulhumalé terminal can accommodate three. [the
edition] [Atoll Times]
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Maldives: 85 percent of Sovereign
Development Fund invested in T-bills and
bonds

(sl) The Ministry of Finance reports that 85 percent of
the Sovereign Development Fund (SDF), valued at MVR
8.9 billion (USD 577 million)—which consists of MVR 5.3
billion in local currency and USD 233 million in foreign
currency—has been invested in T-bills and T-bonds.

Of the fund's deposits, MVR 7.6 billion (USD 492
million) is invested in government securities, including
T-bills and bonds. According to the budget released
last November, the SDF held USD 445 million at that
time, of which about USD 200 million was exchanged
over the past three months. The government plans to
withdraw USD 130 million (MVR 2 billion) from the fund
this year and USD 310 million (MVR 4.8 billion) next
year for debt repayment.

Beyond government securities, the SDF also invests in
time deposits, though details remain undisclosed. At
the end of last year, the fund retained a cash balance
of MVR 300 million (USD 19 million), with the rest
invested. As a result, any use of the fund this year will
require the redemption of funds from government
bonds or other investments.

Established in 2017, the SDF acts as a financial buffer
for emergencies, large loan repayments, and economic
shocks, separate from the Maldives Monetary
Authority’s reserves. [the edition]

Maldives: MIFCO seeks IDB loan to
strengthen fishing infrastructure

(sl) The Maldives Industrial Fisheries Company (MIFCO)
has applied for USD 64.65 million in financing from the
Islamic Development Bank (IDB), with government
support, to enhance fishing infrastructure.

The funds, secured through installment sales and
grants, will be used to expand MIFCO's cold storage
capacity, enhance fish processing facilities in
Kanduogiri, construct staff accommodations in Lh.
Felivaru and GA. Kooddoo, and provide capacity-
building training for MIFCO staff and stakeholders. The
projects will be implemented through international
competitive bidding in accordance with IDB financing
regulations. [Atoll Times]

MIFCQO's loan request follows reports that 96 percent
of the loans and grants projected in this year's state
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budget remain unreleased Ahmed Azan, Central
Hithadhoo MP from the ruling People's National
Congress (PNC) and former member of the
Parliamentary Committee on Public Finance, stated
that as of February 27, the government had received
only MVR 300,000 (USD 19,500) in loans, despite a
projected MVR 664 million (USD 43.2 million).
[SunOnline]

Maldives: Government signs agreements
to build police stations on over 70 islands

(Im) The Ministry of Homeland Security and Technology
has signed agreements with three state-owned
companies—Fenaka Corporation, the Road
Development Corporation (RDC), and the Maldives
Transport and Contracting Company (MTCC)—to
construct police stations on 75 islands. The contracts
were awarded last week, but the project costs have not
been disclosed.

Fenaka Corporation will construct 40 stations, RDC will
build 20, and MTCC will handle 15. Construction is set
to begin this year, with some stations expected to be
completed by year-end.

The ministry described this as the largest
infrastructure development initiative in the Maldives
Police Service's 91-year history. Once completed, police
services will be available on all inhabited islands, with
dedicated stations in half of them.

According to the ministry, police had their own stations
in only 17 islands when the current administration
took office, and this project is a major step toward
improving security and public safety. [the edition]

Nepal: Opposition Maoist Centre accuses
ruling parties of fueling pro-monarchy
sentiment

(Im/rs) Against the larger backdrop of pro-monarchy
sentiment gaining traction in Nepal, the Socialist Front
Nepal has announced plans for counter rallies in
Kathmandu on March 28. These protests are intended
to resist the resurgence of royalist forces advocating
for the restoration of Nepal as a Hindu kingdom. The
rallies, organized by four pro-republican parties—the
Communist Party of Nepal (CPN) (Maoist Centre), the
CPN (Unified Socialist), the Janata Samajbadi Party, and
the Communist Party of Nepal led by Netra Bikram
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Chand ‘Biplab’—will aim to protect Nepal's federal
democratic republic and prevent a return to monarchy.
[The Kathmandu Post 1]

The announcement of these protests follows a rally on
March 9, where former king Gyanendra Shah was
warmly welcomed back to Kathmandu after
completing a tour of western Nepal [see AiR No. 10,
March/2025, 2]. This event has raised alarms among
pro-republican forces, particularly after Pushpa Kamal
Dahal, Chairman of the Maoist Centre and a former
leader of the Maoist insurgency preceding Nepal's
transition into a federal democratic republic, criticized
the ruling coalition for fueling the rise of pro-monarchy
sentiment in the country. Dahal blamed the
government of Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli for
misgovernance, which he claims has led to public
discontent and allowed internal and external forces to
manipulate the situation to provoke monarchist
movements.

Dahal emphasized that Nepal's peaceful abolition of
the monarchy in 2008 should be respected and urged
royalists to integrate into the democratic system rather
than attempting to revive the monarchy. In response,
ruling Nepali Congress General Secretary Gagan Thapa
countered Dahal’s accusations, suggesting that
blaming the government alone oversimplifies the
issue. Thapa called on all political parties to reflect on
their roles in eroding public trust in the system.

Meanwhile, pro-monarchy supporters, including
Rastriya Prajatantra Party (RPP) lawmaker Roshan
Karki, defended the rally, warning that the pro-
monarchy movement would continue to grow if the
government fails to address governance challenges.
[The Kathmandu Post 2]

In parallel to these political developments, a civil
society movement, launched by prominent leaders on
February 18, has begun to resist the 'netaraj,’ or the
arbitrary rule of a few political leaders, whom they
accuse of mismanaging the country’s governance. The
civil society movement, which is not aimed at
undermining the republican system, seeks to address
the growing dominance of political elites who benefit
from state resources while failing to serve the public's
needs. This movement gained momentum following
the March 9 rally and is focused on increasing
transparency, demanding accountability from political
parties, and establishing clearer criteria for election
candidates. [The Kathmandu Post 3]
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Nepal: Lawmakers demand Prime
Minister Oli and ministers disclose
property details

(Im) Opposition lawmakers have called on Prime
Minister KP Sharma Oli and his ministers to publicly
disclose their property details, criticizing the
government's lack of transparency despite claims of
good governance.

The practice of making property details public was
introduced by former Prime Minister Girija Prasad
Koirala and continued until 2021, when the Sher
Bahadur Deuba-led government broke with the
tradition. Pushpa Kamal Dahal, who succeeded Deuba,
delayed disclosure for over a year and only released
the details under public pressure shortly before losing
office.

Now, seven months into Oli's tenure, no minister in his
cabinet has made their assets public, despite the
Corruption Prevention Act, 2002, which mandates that
the prime minister, ministers, and other public officials
submit property details within 60 days of assuming
office. While the law does not require public disclosure,
previous governments followed the tradition as a
commitment to transparency.

Lawmakers Prabhu Sah, Prakash Jwala, Prem Suwal,
and Hitraj Pandey opposed a government bill on good
governance, arguing that the administration cannot
claim to prioritize anti-corruption efforts while
withholding property records. Transparency
International Nepal also condemned the government's
refusal to disclose the details, stating that the lack of
accountability contributes to Nepal's high levels of
corruption.

The Prime Minister’s Office confirmed that all ministers
have submitted their property details, but it remains
uncertain whether they will be made public, as
disclosure is left to the ministers' discretion. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Opposition Unified Socialist
announces two-month-long protest
program

(Im) Nepal's Communist Party of Nepal (Unified
Socialist) has announced a two-month-long protest
against political and social issues, aiming to address
unemployment, corruption, and the need for unity
among revolutionaries. The party’'s General Secretary,
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Ghanashyam Bhusal, revealed the first phase of the
protest plan during a press conference in Kathmandu
on March 14. The protests will run until May 8 and
include discussions, memorandums, and public
dialogues across various levels of the country.

The Unified Socialist, a party formed in 2021 through
the merger of the CPN (Unified Marxist-Leninist)
faction led by Madhav Kumar Nepal and the CPN
(Socialist), aims to strengthen socialism in Nepal's
political landscape. The party is targeting the current
ruling coalition, accusing it of failing to address the
nation's economic challenges.

The first phase includes discussions at local levels from
March 15-19, followed by the collection of suggestions
from various unions and organizations at the central
level from March 20 to March 28. A memorandum will
be submitted to the government on April 2, with
further dialogues at the provincial and district levels by
mid-April. Protests will continue at the municipal and
ward levels in late April and early May, concluding with
a second phase of protests on May 8. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Nepal: Parliamentary watchdog inactive
amid concerns over airport project
irregularities

(Im) Nepal's Public Accounts Committee (PAC),
responsible for overseeing government accountability,
has come under criticism for its inactivity. Opposition
lawmakers accuse PAC Chair Rishikesh Pokharel of
deliberately delaying meetings to cover up alleged
financial irregularities, particularly in the construction
of Gautam Buddha and Pokhara international airports.

The PAC has convened only six times in the current
fiscal year, with its last meeting held on February 18.
Lawmakers claim that the delay in finalizing
investigations into airport construction irregularities
and National Electricity Authority’s billing practices is
politically motivated. The Gautam Buddha
International Airport project, valued at USD 76.1
million, and the Pokhara International Airport project,
funded through a USD 215.96 million Chinese soft
loan, have both been plagued by delays, cost overruns,
and land acquisition controversies.

While PAC subcommittees were formed in June 2024 to
investigate these issues, their reports remain
unfinished. Some members allege that the ruling
parties have vested interests in the matter, leading to
the deliberate stalling of findings.
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Pokharel claims that the PAC is waiting for
subcommittees to finalize their reports before holding
a full meeting, but opposition lawmakers have vowed
to formally demand a session if no progress is made
soon.[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Janamat and Unmukti Party move
toward merger to strengthen identity-
based politics

(Im) The Janamat Party and Nagarik Unmukti Party, two
regional forces that emerged from the 2022 general
elections, are finalizing a merger to consolidate
identity-based politics in southern Nepal and
strengthen their position in Parliament ahead of the
next elections.

Janamat Party, led by CK Raut, is primarily based in
Madhesh Province, while Unmukti Party, founded by
Resham Lal Chaudhary, has strongholds in western
Tarai districts. The parties aim to form a larger political
force that can advocate for ethnic and regional identity
issues.

Both leaders confirmed that discussions on political
documents, party name, and election symbol are in the
final stage. Unmukti central committee members are
also engaging at the local level to align policies.

Currently, Janamat Party holds six seats, and Unmukti
Party holds four seats in the House of Representatives.
Party officials believe the merger will bolster their
influence in national politics and advance the identity
agenda of Tarai-Madhesh. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Frequent transfers of chief
administrative officers cripple Madhesh
local units

(Im) Frequent transfers of Chief Administrative Officers
(CAOs) have caused significant disruption in local
governance across Madhesh Province. Local units,
particularly in municipalities like Bideha and Hansapur,
have experienced multiple transfers of CAOs within a
single fiscal year, affecting daily operations and
development projects. Political pressure, including
demands from local mayors for CAOs who align with
their interests, has been a major cause of these
frequent changes. In some cases, CAOs who refuse to
comply with political demands are quickly transferred
or obstructed from taking office.
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The political interference has led to delays in
administrative processes, such as staff appointments,
procurement, and project management, with
accusations of bribery and corruption surrounding the
transfers. Municipalities without a CAO, like
Bhagawanpur and Devahi Gonahi, face further
disruption, as services are stalled and employees
struggle with unpaid salaries.

The instability has raised concerns about the quality of
local governance, with civil society leaders calling for
stricter regulation of CAO transfers to prevent further
damage to public service delivery. Local governance
experts argue that the political elite's control over
administrative appointments is weakening the
effectiveness of local units and harming public services
in the province. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Implementation of NHRC's
recommendations hits historic low amid
staff retention challenges

(rs) The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) of
Nepal has faced significant challenges in both the
implementation of its recommendations and staff
retention.

Over the past four years, the NHRC has issued 444
recommendations, including directives for
compensation, legal action, and interim relief for
victims of human rights violations. However, none of
these recommendations have been fully implemented,
marking a historic low. The government’s reluctance to
act on these recommendations has been a consistent
issue, with interim reliefs still pending despite clear
legal provisions.

The NHRC has emphasized that, as per its Act, agencies
must act on its recommendations, particularly in cases
requiring immediate intervention. Yet, successive
governments have bypassed these provisions, leading
to a backlog of unaddressed recommendations.
Despite the formation of a mechanism by the Prime
Minister's Office (PMO) to expedite the implementation
process, the bureaucratic delays remain a significant
obstacle. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

In addition to these challenges, the NHRC faces a
staffing crisis. A significant portion of its staff has
resigned, citing dissatisfaction with the perks and
benefits offered compared to civil servants. Of the 44
individuals hired in the previous fiscal year, 11 have
already quit, with many others seeking better
opportunities. The lack of adequate benefits, such as
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pensions and other perks available to civil servants,
has contributed to low morale within the commission.
Despite efforts to address the issue through a draft bill
for a new Act, the PMO has yet to approve provisions
related to staff welfare, leaving the staff without the
necessary legal framework for proper compensation
and retirement benefits.

The NHRC's staff retention challenges are
compounded by the lack of a Personnel Information
System (PIS), which is necessary for securing pension
benefits. This issue has further highlighted the
government's indifference to addressing the concerns
of human rights defenders. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: President Paudel authenticates
four bills

(Im) President Ramchandra Paudel has authenticated
four bills passed by both houses of Nepal's Federal
Parliament. The bills, which include amendments to
existing laws and the introduction of new legislation,
were authenticated in accordance with Article 113 (2)
of the Constitution.

The bills include the amendment to the Secured
Transaction Act, 2006, the Electronic Commerce (E-
Commerce) Bill, the Legislation Arrangement Bill, and
the amendment to the Corruption Prevention Act,
2002. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Supreme Court issues show cause
order in health secretary appointment
case

(Im) The Supreme Court of Nepal has issued a show
cause order in response to a writ petition by Additional
Health Secretary Dr. Sangita Kaushal Mishra,
challenging the appointment of Dr. Bikash Devkota as
Health Secretary. Mishra, ranked first by the
promotion recommendation committee, argues that
her seniority was overlooked in favor of Devkota, who
was promoted despite being junior.

Mishra has publicly opposed Devkota's appointment
and called for the resignation of Health Minister Pradip
Paudel. The Supreme Court summoned both parties
for a hearing after Mishra filed the petition. Following
the promotion, Dr. Tanka Prasad Barakoti, ranked
third, was appointed Director General of the
Department of Health Services. [The Kathmandu Post]
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Nepal: Two-year cooling-off period for ex-
bureaucrats impractical, says former
chief secretary

(Im) In a recent interview, Liladevi Gadtaula, Nepal's
first woman chief secretary, discussed the country's
civil service system, its challenges, and proposed
reforms. Gadtaula, who retired in August 2024 after a
distinguished career, shared her insights into the
bureaucracy's evolution, highlighting the need for
reforms, especially regarding the proposed two-year
cooling-off period for former bureaucrats.

While Gadtaula acknowledged that the civil service has
seen significant changes, including greater inclusion of
women and marginalized communities, she critiqued
the bureaucratic system'’s inefficiency and its failure to
meet public expectations. She argued that a cooling-off
period for former civil servants before they can be
appointed to constitutional bodies is impractical.
Gadtaula pointed out that only a small number of ex-
bureaucrats hold such positions, and introducing
restrictive laws for a few individuals would be
counterproductive, especially considering the
bureaucratic constraints in Nepal's governance system.

She emphasized the importance of focusing on service
delivery, suggesting that the digitalization of services
would significantly reduce corruption and inefficiency.
According to Gadtaula, the introduction of online
services would make civil servants more accountable
and reduce the common issues of bribery and delayed
services that have plagued Nepal's public
administration.

Gadtaula also discussed the need for better salary
structures and more effective performance evaluations
within the civil service, as well as addressing issues of
political influence over bureaucracy. Despite these
challenges, she remains hopeful that reforms can
improve the system and ensure better governance.
[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Foreign Ministry pushes
enforcement of long-ignored diplomatic
code of conduct

(Im) The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has conducted an
orientation session for officials from various ministries
to reinforce adherence to Nepal's diplomatic code of
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conduct, which has remained largely unenforced since
its introduction in 2011.

The code applies to government officials, public office
holders, Nepali diplomatic missions abroad, foreign
embassies in Nepal, and international organizations. It
mandates that ministers and public officials must
obtain prior Foreign Ministry approval before engaging
with foreign diplomats and must report back on the
discussions.

Despite repeated efforts by successive governments,
including under Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal,
the code has frequently been ignored by high-ranking
officials, particularly prime ministers, ministers, and
secretaries. Political parties are also required to
document their diplomatic engagements and
designate official venues for meetings, but these
measures have rarely been enforced. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Nepal: President Paudel calls for stronger
parliamentary role in governance

(Im) President Ramchandra Paudel has emphasized
the need for a more effective Parliament to uphold
federalism, good governance, and the rule of law in
Nepal. Speaking at the handover of the Pokhara
declaration at Sheetal Niwas, he urged Parliament to
strengthen its role in ensuring government
accountability and being more responsive to public
concerns.

The Pokhara Declaration is a political document
outlining commitments to strengthen Nepal's federal
system, enhance governance, and promote inclusive
development. It was drafted following high-level
discussions among lawmakers and political leaders in
Pokhara, focusing on institutional reforms and
legislative priorities.

Paudel called on parliamentary leadership to make the
legislature a platform for effective lawmaking,
budgeting, and policy formulation, ensuring that it
amplifies the people's voices. He also stressed the
need for a development-friendly legal framework to
support long-term national progress and inclusivity.
[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Six arrested for defrauding victims
in overseas employment scam
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(Im) Nepali authorities have arrested six individuals
accused of scamming victims out of NPR 8.5 million
(USD 62,050) by falsely promising lucrative overseas
jobs in countries such as Australia, Croatia, Japan, and
the United States. The arrests were made following
multiple complaints, with suspects apprehended from
various locations across Kathmandu Valley by the
Kathmandu Valley Crime Investigation Office.

The accused allegedly took large sums of money from
job seekers, with some victims paying up to NPR 5.3
million (USD 38,690) for employment in the United
States. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Alleged corruption in citizenship
issuance sparks parliamentary debate

(Im) Nepal's Parliament is facing controversy over the
alleged sale of Nepali citizenship to an Indian national
in Siraha district. Lawmaker Raj Kishor Yadav from the
Janata Samajbadi Party Nepal accused local authorities
of issuing citizenship documents in exchange for

bribes and criticized the government for failing to act
despite complaints filed with the district
administration, the Commission for the Investigation of
Abuse of Authority (CIAA), and the Ministry of Home
Affairs.

According to reports, the Siraha District Administration
Office granted Nepali citizenship to an Indian national
from Bihar, based on the recommendation of Rushtam
Ansari, the ward chair of Naraha Rural Municipality-3.
Yadav alleged that Ansari, a member of the ruling
Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist), is
being protected from legal consequences, leading to a
lack of accountability. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Tribhuvan University begins
student elections, but most private
colleges opt out

Tribhuvan University (TU), Nepal's oldest state-run
university, has formally initiated the election process
for the Free Students’ Union (FSU), with nominations
starting on March 12 and voting scheduled for March
18. The elections will take place in 62 constituent
colleges and up to 400 out of 1,100 affiliated
institutions, as most private colleges have declined to
participate.
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Despite claims of independent contests, student
unions aligned with major political parties have formed
alliances in several colleges. The Nepali Congress-
affiliated Nepal Students’ Union (NSU) has partnered
with the Maoist Centre’s All Nepal National
Independent Student Union-Revolutionary (ANNISU-R)
in Bhaktapur, while in other areas, the NSU has allied
with the ruling Communist Party of Nepal (Unified
Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-UML)'s student wing, the All
Nepal National Free Student Union (ANNFSU). Some
student groups have already secured leadership
positions unopposed in around two dozen colleges.

The elections follow a mixed electoral system,
introduced in 2017, where 50 percent of members are
elected through direct voting and 50 percent via
proportional representation. Only students under 28
years old are eligible to vote.

However, the electoral process has faced disputes over
voter lists, with allegations of fake student enrollments
delaying nominations at several colleges, including
Public Youth Campus, Nepal Law Campus, Nepal Bhasa
Campus, and Saraswati College. TU has given student
unions 15 days to resolve disputes.

This marks the first nationwide FSU election in over 15
years, as the last fully conducted elections were held in
2009. The elections are seen as a political test for
Nepal's major parties, which have deployed central
leaders to secure student union victories. [The
Kathmandu Post 1]

Meanwhile, in Nawalpur, the ongoing issue of locked
campuses has further complicated the election
process. Various student organizations, including those
affiliated with major political parties have called for the
immediate commencement of the FSU election
process. This demand arose after campus lockouts
halted election activities across the district. Political
leaders from both the ruling and opposition parties
have urged authorities to unlock campuses and
resume the election process. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: Prime Minister Oli urges NPC to
prioritize poverty alleviation through
increased productivity

(rs) Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli has directed the
National Planning Commission (NPC) to prioritize
poverty alleviation by focusing on increasing
production, productivity, and entrepreneurship.
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During a meeting with NPC officials on March 14, Olj,
who also chairs the NPC, emphasized the importance
of boosting investment in skill development,
entrepreneurship, and job creation as infrastructure
projects near completion. He urged ministries to
create concrete plans aimed at increasing productivity,
which he believes will positively impact Nepal's
economy and foster self-reliance among the people.

Additionally, Prime Minister Oli stressed the need for
effective monitoring and evaluation of national-pride
projects, alongside enhancing service delivery and
governance. NPC Vice Chairman Prof Dr. Shiva Raj
Adhikari briefed the prime minister on challenges
related to the 16th Plan's implementation, the revision
of the National Project Bank, and the progress of fiscal
federalism, particularly at local levels.

The meeting also discussed the amendment of project
review criteria and the procedures for supplementary
and special grants. [The Himalayan Times]

Nepal: Government and Pathibhara
protesters agree to hold higher-level talks
amid ongoing dispute

(Im) Negotiations between the government and the 'No
Cable Car' protest group regarding the Pathibhara
cable car project have progressed to the next stage.
Both sides agreed to form high-level committees to
address the ongoing dispute. The government,
represented by Joint Secretary Prem Prasad Bhattarai,
has committed to escalating discussions, while the
protesters will also create their own negotiation team.
[The Kathmandu Post]

These talks follows months of escalating protests,
violent clashes, and a prohibitory order imposed in key
areas of Taplejung. The protests gained momentum
after the government failed to honor a six-point
agreement signed earlier in February, which
temporarily halted construction. Led by the ‘No Cable
Car' group, protesters have repeatedly called for high-
level ministerial talks, refusing to engage with the
current government delegation.

The dispute centers around the Pathibhara cable car
project, which spans 2.7 kilometers from Kaflepati to
the Pathibhara temple, supported by IME Group.
Protesters argue that large infrastructure projects in
the sacred area would alter its religious significance
and disrupt the livelihoods of local communities.
Despite this opposition, the government has continued
to move forward with the project, securing the
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construction site with heavy protection. [AIR No. 8,
February/2025, 4]

Nepal: Rising cases of sexual violence and
child abuse spark concern

(Im) Authorities in Nepal are investigating multiple
cases of sexual violence and child abuse, with recent
arrests and rescues drawing attention to systemic
issues in victim protection and law enforcement.

In Siraha, police have arrested two more individuals in
connection with the rape and suspicious death of 17-
year-old Rinku Kumari Sada, bringing the total number
of detainees to ten. The victim was allegedly gang-
raped on February 9 and later coerced into an informal
panchayat (village mediation) that fined the
perpetrators and prevented her family from reporting
the crime. She was found hanging in her home on
February 12, raising suspicions of coercion and foul
play. Following public outcry, authorities expanded the
investigation and continue to search for additional
suspects. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

Meanwhile, Kathmandu Metropolitan City rescued a
10-year-old girl who had reportedly suffered sexual
abuse by her father and brother. She contacted the
child rescue hotline in December 2024, leading to her
placement in a permanent shelter. A psychosocial
report confirmed repeated abuse, prompting
authorities to file charges. However, her mother filed a
habeas corpus petition at the Patan High Court,
demanding custody. The court ruled against returning
the girl to her mother but allowed supervised visits.
[The Kathmandu Post 2]

In Dadeldhura, a 14-year-old girl's rape came to light
only after she gave birth two weeks ago. The 58-year-
old suspect, a distant relative, had allegedly assaulted
her multiple times since June 2024, threatening her
into silence. The victim's impoverished family remained
unaware of the pregnancy until she was taken to a
hospital for abdominal pain. The suspect was arrested
and remains in police custody.

In Achham, a 12-year-old girl living in India with her
migrant worker parents was raped and impregnated
by a 46-year-old distant relative. The family only
discovered the pregnancy at 30 weeks, making
abortion legally impossible. [The Kathmandu Post 3]
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Nepal: Kathmandu rescues 74 children,
initiates legal action in abuse cases

(Im) Kathmandu Metropolitan City has rescued 74
children between April 2024 and March 2025, with 38
placed in child protection homes and 34 reunited with
their families, according to child welfare officials. The
rescued children include 41 boys and 33 girls.

Following these rescues, seven cases have been filed
for judicial action, involving four cases of sexual
assault, two of child sexual abuse, and one of physical
assault and forced labor. In two recent cases,
psychosocial reports and joint monitoring findings
were used as formal complaints, leading to court
action. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Former ANFA chief files
defamation case against general
secretary

(Im) Former All Nepal Football Association (ANFA)
president Ganesh Thapa has filed a defamation case
against ANFA general secretary Kiran Rai at the
Kathmandu District Court on March 11. Thapa
previously lodged a complaint against Rai at the Cyber
Bureau, accusing him of making baseless and false
allegations.

According to Thapa, Rai falsely accused him of
embezzling NPR 170 million (USD 1.25 million) from
ANFA and later claimed that Thapa had deposited NPR
80 million (USD 590,000) into the association’s account
following an investigation into asset laundering. Thapa
has denied these allegations, stating they were
intended to damage his reputation. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Nepal: Lowland crops grow in highlands
as temperatures rise

(rs) Rising temperatures in Nepal's highlands are
allowing lowland crops to thrive at previously
unsuitable altitudes. Five years ago, residents of
Simkot, Humla district, had to rely on expensive
vegetable imports. However, local farming has now
flourished, with crops such as tomatoes, cauliflower,
and peas being cultivated at altitudes of up to 3,000
meters. The shift to local farming has improved
affordability and reduced dependency on external
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sources, empowering women and boosting local
economies.

Farmers in high-altitude areas, including Mugu and
Humla, are successfully growing crops like rice,
tomatoes, and various fruits such as mangoes, apples,
and pomegranates. The production of these crops has
brought economic benefits, including improved
household incomes and better access to education.
While the increasing crop diversity has been a boon for
local farmers, experts warn of potential risks, including
soil depletion and pest migration from hybrid
vegetables, which could impact native crops.

The Karnali provincial government supports the trend,
with plans to distribute saplings for citrus fruits and
continue promoting high-altitude farming. However,
environmental experts urge caution, emphasizing the
need to balance new agricultural opportunities with
the preservation of indigenous crops and
environmental sustainability, particularly as climate
change accelerates these changes in farming practices.
[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Wildfire season threatens
biodiversity and climate stability

(rs) As Nepal enters its wildfire season, the country
faces severe risks to its forests, carbon storage, and
biodiversity. A recent study, published in Information
Geography, warns that unchecked wildfires could
release up to 495 million tons of carbon into the
atmosphere, exacerbating global climate change. The
research, conducted by international scientists,
highlights that Nepal's southern provinces, including
Lumbini, Madhes, and Sudurpaschim, are at the
highest risk of wildfires, with six out of twenty
protected areas, such as Chitwan and Bardia National
Parks, under extreme threat.

The fires are especially concerning for the country’'s
biodiversity, endangering rare species like Bengal
tigers and one-horned rhinos. Furthermore, the fires
threaten to undermine Nepal's economy, particularly
its tourism sector, which contributes 4 percent to GDP,
and could exacerbate air quality issues in major cities
like Kathmandu.

The study's lead author, Kshitij Dahal, explained that
Nepal is trapped in a carbon-temperature feedback
loop, with wildfires accelerating climate change while
depleting critical carbon sinks. Experts urge immediate
fire mitigation strategies, including community-led
patrols, Al-based early warning systems, and cross-
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border climate cooperation in South Asia. The research
also stresses the need for sustainable forest
management to reduce fire risks and protect the
country’s forests and biodiversity for the future. [The
Himalayan Times]

Pakistan: Jailed ex-Prime Minister Khan
challenges judicial transfers in Supreme
Court

(afk) Imran Khan, the jailed ex-prime minister and
founder of the main opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf (PTI), has filed a petition in the Supreme Court
challenging the recent transfer of judges from
provincial high courts to the Islamabad High Court
(IHC), claiming the move is unconstitutional and
undermines judicial independence. The petition, filed
under Article 184(3) of the Constitution, accuses the
government of transferring judges without
transparency or valid public interest, alleging that the
transfers were aimed at manipulating the judiciary for
political gains.

The petition specifically addresses the transfer of
judges Sardar Muhammad Sarfraz Dogar, Khadim
Hussain Soomro, and Muhammad Asif to the IHC in
February 2025. Imran Khan's legal team argues that
the move disrupts the seniority structure and
institutional integrity of the judiciary, claiming that the
newly transferred judges were placed in key positions,
including the acting chief justice of IHC, without proper
process. Khan further contends that these transfers
punish judges who had resisted external pressure and
made decisions based on merit, including those
involving Khan himself.

Khan's petition also references the Al-Jehad Trust case,
which sets guidelines for judicial appointments and
transfers, and urges the Court to nullify the transfer
notification. He has called for judicial transfers to be
made with transparency, consultation, and in the
public interest, stressing that such decisions should
remain free from political interference to preserve
judicial neutrality and fairness in trials.

The petition highlights the broader issue of judicial
autonomy and the potential consequences of
unchecked powers in judicial reshuffling. Khan is
requesting that the Court declare the February 1
transfer notification illegal, reinforcing the importance
of maintaining a transparent and independent
judiciary.
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This legal action comes amid wider concerns over
judicial appointments and the ongoing reshuffling of
the IHC bench, which has been a point of contention
following a ruling by IHC Chief Justice Aamer Farooq,
who upheld the recent transfers. [The Nation] [DAWN]

Pakistan: Prime Minister order strict
monitoring of prices and action against
hoarders

(sn) Pakistan's Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has
directed the federal cabinet to strictly monitor
essential commodity prices during the holy month of
Ramazan. The aim is to curb profiteering and ensure
affordability for the public. In addition, Sharif has
called for immediate action against sugar hoarders,
who have been creating an "artificial shortage" and
driving up prices. He instructed federal officials to work
closely with sugar mills to monitor supply and
consumption, stressing that Pakistan has abundant
sugar reserves and dismissing concerns of a genuine
shortfall. [Arab News]

Sharif referred to the hoarders as “the market mafia,”
warning that those involved in creating shortages or
inflating prices would be held accountable under the
law. Price Control Committees are already in place to
tackle market exploitation during Ramazan, and the
government is committed to ensuring prices remain
stable during the month.

In a separate announcement, the Prime Minister
addressed the nation's economic transformation,
urging cabinet members to enhance performance in
key sectors such as agriculture, IT, and trade. He
emphasized that Pakistan’s economic growth is a
priority and set up quarterly performance reviews for
all ministries. Sharif also acknowledged the resurgence
of terrorism, particularly in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and
praised the law enforcement agencies and military for
their efforts to maintain security.

Further to Pakistan’s growth initiatives, the Prime
Minister unveiled plans for the establishment of
Daanish University of Applied and Emerging Sciences.
Funded by GBP 190 million recovered from the UK's
National Crime Agency (NCA), this state-of-the-art
university will offer advanced education in fields like
artificial intelligence and technology. The funds, which
were originally linked to real estate tycoon Malik Riaz,
will now be used to build the university rather than the
Al-Qadir Trust previously linked to former Prime
Minister Imran Khan. [DAWN]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-wt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-wi/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-wd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-wh/

Pakistan: Anti-graft body seals properties
of real estate developer for fraud

(Im) Pakistan's National Accountability Bureau (NAB)
has sealed numerous properties belonging to M/s
Bahria Town, one of Asia's largest private real estate
developers, for allegedly defrauding citizens of billions
of rupees. The developer, led by Malik Riaz Hussain, is
accused of illegally occupying government and private
land to establish housing societies in cities like Karachi,
Rawalpindi, and New Murree. NAB has registered
several fraud cases against Hussain and his associates
in Islamabad and Karachi courts.

As part of the ongoing investigation, NAB has frozen
hundreds of bank accounts and vehicles tied to Bahria
Town and sealed commercial and residential
properties in Karachi, Lahore, and Islamabad. This
follows a corruption case where Hussain and others
were accused of unlawfully transferring government
land to Bahria Town for the Karachi project. NAB is also
seeking Hussain's extradition from Dubai for his
involvement in other corruption cases, including one
related to former Prime Minister Imran Khan and his
wife.

Hussain, a prominent businessman and one of
Pakistan's wealthiest individuals, is also under
investigation for allegedly laundering money to fund
his new luxury apartment project in Dubai. NAB has
vowed to continue its legal actions against Bahria Town
and ensure that those involved in illegal financial
activities face legal consequences. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Federal government seeks
reduction in financial weighting of
population growth

(sn) Pakistan's federal government is seeking to reduce
the importance of population size in determining the
distribution of provincial resources. This
announcement followed a meeting on the National
Health and Population Policy (NHPP), chaired by
Finance Minister Muhammad Aurangzeb.

The current system under the National Finance
Commission (NFC) award heavily incentivizes
population growth in provinces, with an 82 percent
weighting given to population size. In comparison,
other factors such as poverty, revenue generation, and
area receive only 18 percent of the weight.
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Aurangzeb stated that resources should be distributed
“holistically,” while members of the NHPP highlighted
that the current system is placing a strain on Pakistan's
healthcare system. They argued that provinces were
not prioritizing public health, with financial allocations
being spent elsewhere. The NHPP team urged the
federal government to improve health allocations to
support the country's struggling healthcare sector.

The meeting also included discussions on policy
implementations for the next decade, emphasizing
evidence-based decision-making and addressing
critical health issues. NHPP delegates were tasked with
submitting their recommendations to the Ministry of
Finance for review. If accepted, these proposals are
expected to restructure Pakistan's healthcare system.
[DAWN]

Pakistan: Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Chief
Minister criticizes federal government’s
Afghan repatriation policy

(afk/Im) Pakistan's deadline for the voluntary
departure of undocumented foreigners, including
Afghan Citizen Card (ACC) holders, will expire on March
31, after which deportation will begin on April 1. The
federal government initiated this measure following
concerns over national security, citing the involvement
of some Afghan nationals in militant activities,
including recent suicide bombings. This decision
affects thousands of Afghan nationals, many of whom
fled to Pakistan after the Taliban's return to power in
August 2021. The Pakistani government has stated that
the process will be carried out with dignity, providing
necessary services for those returning. [Arab News]

However, this policy has sparked criticism, particularly
from Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) Chief Minister Ali
Amin Gandapur, who condemned the federal
government's approach as "barbaric" and
"oppressive." Gandapur, who expressed concerns over
the cultural and humanitarian implications, argued
that forcing Afghan refugees to return without proper
accommodations in their homeland violates human
rights. He also indicated that KPK would determine its
stance on deporting Afghan Citizen Card holders after
March 31, calling for a more thoughtful, region-specific
response to the issue.

The federal government's decision is seen by some
analysts as a strategy to pressure the Afghan regime,
particularly in response to the Taliban's alleged failure
to control terror groups such as Tehreek-e-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP), which have conducted attacks on
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Pakistani soil. Gandapur also criticized the federal
government's lack of communication with provincial
leaders on this matter, further emphasizing that KPK's
unique situation required more nuanced solutions
than a blanket deportation order.

In November 2023, Pakistan launched its deportation
drive, which included both undocumented Afghan
nationals and ACC holders, who were granted
temporary legal status under a 2017 program. While
the federal government insists that the expulsion is
necessary for national security, Gandapur believes the
growth in militancy is a result of federal neglect in
addressing law and order issues. He called on
authorities to prioritize national security over political
agendas and to engage in dialogue with Afghanistan
on this matter. [DAWN] [The Nation]

Pakistan: Prime Minister orders
intensified crackdown on human
traffickers after major arrest

(Im) Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has directed the
Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to step up its
crackdown on human traffickers and smugglers,
following the recent arrest of Usman Jajja, the alleged
ringleader of a notorious trafficking gang. The move
comes amid growing concerns over deadly migrant
boat tragedies involving Pakistani nationals.

Sharif emphasized that human trafficking not only
endangers lives but also harms Pakistan's global
reputation. He called for stricter action to bring
traffickers to justice and awarded PKR 1 million (USD
3,600) to each official involved in dismantling Jajja’s
network.

The December 2024 Greece boat disaster, in which
four Pakistanis drowned near Crete, is the latestin a
series of fatal migrant journeys undertaken by
Pakistanis seeking better economic prospects. In 2023,
a vessel carrying over 250 Pakistanis capsized near
Greece in one of the deadliest migrant boat disasters
in recent history. Pakistan has since intensified
operations against human smuggling networks as the
country grapples with economic instability and rising
migration pressures. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Karachi man arrested in US
child pornography, blackmail case
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(Im) Pakistani authorities have arrested a suspect in
Karachi for allegedly possessing child pornography and
blackmailing minors in the United States, following a
complaint from the U.S. Consulate in Karachi. The
Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) took the suspect into
custody on March 11, acting on a request from the U.S.
Department of State.

According to investigators, the suspect created a fake
identity, posed as a U.S. citizen, and used online
platforms like Google Meet, Snapchat, and
Whereby.com to exploit minors. A search of his
residence in Karachi led to the seizure of electronic
devices containing explicit material.

On March 13, a Karachi court granted the FIA a five-day
physical remand for further questioning. Under
Pakistan’s Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act (PECA)
2016, convictions for child pornography and online
exploitation can result in up to 20 years in prison.
[Arab News]

Pakistan: Health minister raises alarm
over rising polio cases in Sindh

(Im) Pakistan's Federal Health Minister Syed Mustafa
Kamal has expressed concern over the rising number
of polio cases in Sindh, directing authorities to submit
a detailed report on vaccine refusals. Of the six polio
cases reported in Pakistan in 2025, four have emerged
from Sindh, with 42,000 children in Karachi alone
reportedly missing vaccinations due to parental
refusal.

During a visit to Sindh’s Emergency Operation Center
(EOC) in Karachi, Kamal emphasized that eliminating
polio remains a national priority and urged authorities
to intensify vaccination efforts. Pakistan has planned
three major polio campaigns in the first half of 2025,
with upcoming rounds in April and May.

Polio, a paralyzing disease with no cure, remains
endemic only in Pakistan and Afghanistan. Efforts to
eradicate the virus have been hampered by vaccine
misinformation, religious opposition, and militant
attacks on health workers. In 2024, Pakistan reported
74 polio cases, highlighting ongoing challenges in
eradication efforts. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Government keeps fuel prices
unchanged, plans power tariff cuts for
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public relief

(Im/mra) Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has
announced that the government will maintain current
petroleum prices for another fortnight and use the
resulting fiscal space to lower electricity tariffs, aiming
to ease inflationary pressure on consumers.

Fuel prices in Pakistan are adjusted fortnightly based
on global energy markets and the rupee-dollar
exchange rate. Since fuel is a key input for thermal
power generation, keeping prices stable allows the
government to reduce electricity costs. Sharif stated
that the government is finalizing a comprehensive
strategy to lower electricity rates, with details to be
announced soon.

Fuel and electricity costs remain highly sensitive issues
in Pakistan, which saw inflation peak at 38 percent in
2023. However, strict monetary policies have brought
inflation down, with February 2025 figures showing a
nine-year low of 1.5 percent. The government hopes
that reducing electricity tariffs will further ease
inflation and provide relief to households. [Arab News]

Meanwhile, in Balochistan, members of the provincial
assembly have protested ongoing electricity and gas
shortages, especially during the critical Sehri and Iftar
times in Ramazan. Legislators criticized the persistent
issues in various areas, including Pishin, where 1.2
million residents experience limited electricity access,
affecting their ability to access clean water. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Government revises solar net-
metering buyback rate to ease grid
burden

(sn) Pakistan's Economic Coordination Committee
(ECC) has lowered the buyback rate for solar net-
metering from PKR 27 (USD 0.097) to PKR 10 (USD
0.036) per unit, citing the rising financial burden on
grid consumers. The revised policy allows the National
Electric Power Regulatory Authority (NEPRA) to
periodically adjust the rate, ensuring flexibility in
response to market conditions.

The net-metering system, introduced in 2017, enables
households and businesses to sell surplus solar-
generated electricity to the national grid. However, the
government argues that subsidies benefiting solar
users are disproportionately impacting domestic and
industrial consumers.
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The new rate will only apply to new net-metering users,
while existing contracts remain valid until expiration.
The ECC noted that net-metering consumers had
transferred a financial burden of PKR 159 billion (USD
573 million) to grid consumers as of December 2024,
prompting regulatory adjustments.

Pakistan, with its abundant solar potential, aims to
generate 60 percent of its energy from renewables by
2030, yet challenges in regulatory and financial
planning continue to affect progress. [Arab News]

Pakistan: New oil and gas reservoir
discovered in Waziristan, Raijian-11
resumes production

(afk) Pakistan has reached a significant milestone in its
energy industry with the discovery of a second major
oil and gas reservoir in the Waziristan Block. Mari
Petroleum Company Limited (MPCL) revealed that the
Spin Wam-1 well in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa produces
20.485 Million Standard Cubic Feet per Day of gas and
117 barrels of light crude oil per day. Energy experts
see significant potential for future discoveries that
might improve energy security and reduce dependency
on imports. [The Express Tribune]

Meanwhile, Oil & Gas Development Company Limited
(OGDCL) has successfully resumed production at the
Rajian-11 heavy oil well in Chakwal after four years of
inactivity. The well, which reached a depth of 3,774
meters, has been revived using an innovative Electrical
Submersible Pump (ESP) technology. This is a major
triumph for Pakistan's oil sector, restoring output to
1,000 barrels per day.

Crude oil output in Pakistan increased to 64 BBL/D/1K
in November 2024, up from 62 BBL/D/1K in October.
OGDCL's dedication to enhancing hydrocarbon
recovery through technical breakthroughs strengthens
its position in Pakistan's energy market. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Reko Diq copper and gold
project to begin production by 2028

(afk) Pakistan's Reko Diq copper and gold mining
project, led by Canada’s Barrick Gold, is set to begin
production by 2028, with an expected USD 74 billion in
free cash flow over its 37-year operational lifespan.
Located in Balochistan’s Chagai district, Reko Diq holds
one of the world's largest untapped copper reserves,
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projected to generate USD 2.8 billion in annual exports
and create thousands of jobs.

The Oil and Gas Development Company Limited
(OGDCL) has unveiled a USD 1.9 billion funding plan for
the project, which has a total estimated cost of USD 4.3
billion. Under the 2015 revival agreement, Saudi
Arabia’s Manara Minerals will acquire a 15 percent
stake, with a potential investment of USD 1 billion. The
project aims to expand production to 400,000 tons of
copper and 500,000 ounces of gold per year through
an additional USD 3.5 billion investment.

Pakistan's mining sector remains underdeveloped,
contributing only 3.2 percent to GDP, despite the
country’s vast 600,000-square-kilometer mineral-rich
landscape. The government is finalizing the National
Minerals Harmonization Framework 2025 to attract
foreign investment, streamline mining regulations, and
facilitate public-private partnerships.

To boost international interest, Pakistan will host the
Pakistan Minerals Investment Forum 2025 on April 8-9
in Islamabad, bringing together global investors,
corporations, and policymakers. Infrastructure projects
under the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC),
including Gwadar Port and new railway networks, will
improve logistics and facilitate mineral exports. [The
Express Tribune] [Daily the Patriot]

Pakistan: Cotton imports expected to
surge as climate change affects
production

(Im) Pakistan's cotton imports are set to rise sharply as
extreme weather conditions have caused a significant
drop in local production. The Pakistan Central Cotton
Committee reported that as of January 2025, factories
had received 5.51 million bales of cotton, a 34 percent
decline from the previous year. Punjab, the country’s
leading cotton-producing province, saw a 36 percent
drop in output.

Former cotton commissioner Khalid Abdullah
attributed the decline to climate change, with
unexpected rainfall and temperature fluctuations
disrupting planting cycles. Farmers had to re-sow
crops, increasing costs while reducing yield and making
cotton more vulnerable to viruses. Price instability in
the local market and the absence of a government
support price further discouraged investment in cotton
farming.
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Pakistan's textile industry, which generated USD 16.7
billion in exports in FY24, relies heavily on cotton. In
FY24, the country spent USD 448 million on cotton
imports, a 73 percent decrease from the USD 1.68
billion spent in FY23. However, analysts predict that
Pakistan's cotton import bill could rise to USD 5 billion
this year to meet demand, putting additional strain on
its fragile economy.

With only USD 11 billion in foreign exchange reserves,
enough to cover two months of imports, the IMF has
urged Pakistan to maintain at least three months'
import cover under its USD 7 billion Extended Fund
Facility (EFF) program. In response, Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif has formed a Committee on Cotton
Crop Production Enhancement to address the crisis
and boost local production. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Crypto Council officially
launched

(sn) Pakistan has officially launched the Pakistan
Crypto Council (PCC), signaling the government's
intention to lead the globe in blockchain technology
and digital assets. The PCC is expected to play a crucial
role in policy development, ensuring innovation is
fostered for Pakistan’s future.

Muhammad Aurangzeb, Pakistan’s Finance Minister,
will chair the PCC, and Bilal bin Saqib, Aurangzeb’s
chief advisor, will be appointed as the CEO. The board
consists of members of key institutions, including the
State Bank of Pakistan governor, Federal Law and IT
secretaries, and the chairman of the Securities and
Exchange Commission of Pakistan (SECP).

Integrating key government personnel is a strong sign
of the Pakistani government'’s support for the PCC.
While roughly 20 million Pakistanis are cryptocurrency
investors, there is hope that well-developed PCC
frameworks and initiatives will allow the virtual asset to
achieve greater legitimacy and accelerated adoption
into the market. [Business Recorder]

Pakistan: Parliamentary committee
convenes amid escalating militant attacks
in Balochistan

(Im/sn) On March 17, Pakistan's National Assembly
Speaker Sardar Ayaz Sadiq convened a meeting of the
Parliamentary Committee on National Security, citing
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the rising militant threat across the country,
particularly in Balochistan. The meeting, scheduled for
March 18, was set to receive a briefing from military
leaders on the overall security situation in the country.
At the time of writing, no official readout was available.
[Arab News]

The decision follows a wave of insurgent attacks,
including a train hijacking and multiple bombings,
which have claimed dozens of lives in recent days.

The Baloch Liberation Army (BLA), an ethnic Baloch
separatist group, claimed responsibility for a series of
deadly attacks in Balochistan, the largest but least
populated province of Pakistan. These include the
March 12 hijacking of the Jaffar Express, where
militants blew up railway tracks, stormed the train, and
took over 400 passengers hostage. Pakistani security
forces launched a rescue operation, killing 33
insurgents and freeing 354 hostages. A final death toll
confirmed 23 soldiers, three railway employees, and
five passengers were killed. The Pakistani military
accused Afghanistan of harboring the BLA's handlers,
while also implicating India in the attack, allegations
that both countries denied. [see separate article in this
edition]

Just days later, on March 16, a suicide blast targeted a
convoy of security forces in Balochistan's Nushki
district, killing five people, including three paramilitary
troops. The explosion badly damaged a second bus
and injured more than 30 officers. In a follow-up
operation, Pakistani forces killed three militants in an
intense firefight. The BLA later claimed responsibility
for the attack, stating it was part of an ongoing
insurgency. [Arab News] [Arab News] [Al Jazeera]

The same day, a roadside bomb blast in Quetta
targeted an Anti-Terrorism Force (ATF) vehicle, killing
one officer and injuring seven others. The improvised
explosive device (IED) was detonated remotely in
Quetta's Western Bypass area. Though no group
claimed responsibility, security officials suspect the
BLA's involvement. The attack followed a similar
bombing in August 2024, when over 50 people were
killed in coordinated BLA assaults across Balochistan.
[Arab News] [The Express Tribune]

In response to the violence, the Balochistan
government has announced its intention to establish a
counter-terrorism wing within the Balochistan Levies
Force (BLF). The announcement was made by the
Director General of the BLF, Abdul Ghaffar Magsi, who
believes the addition will improve the security situation
in the province.
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The wing is expected to provide the BLF with enhanced
capabilities, including strengthened collaboration with
other security agencies, operational strength, and
coordination. The counter-terrorism wing is expected
to receive specialized training, addressing recent
incidents where levies forces were deployed to check
posts but were unable to resist the militants. [Dawn]

Pakistan: Surge in militancy prompts
curfews, counterterrorism operations in
northwestern districts

(sn/Im/mra) On March 17, authorities imposed curfews
in South Waziristan and Tank districts of Pakistan's
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) province, restricting
movement from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. The curfew follows an
intensive week of escalating militant violence in the
region, underscoring Islamabad’s struggle to secure its
northwestern border regions, where Tehreek-e-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP) militants and other militant groups
remain highly active. [Arab News]

The wave of attacks began on March 13, when security
forces thwarted an attack on a checkpost in Jandola,
located at the border of South Waziristan and Tank
districts. Militants attempted to ram an explosive-laden
vehicle into the perimeter wall, but troops engaged
and killed all 10 attackers, including a suicide bomber,
before the explosion. Following the clash, sanitization
operations were launched to clear the area of
remaining militants. [DAWN] [ISPR]

Shortly after, on the same day, a suicide blast struck
the Frontier Corps (FC) headquarters in Tehsil Jandola,
Tank district. Militants exchanged fire with security
forces, resulting in the deaths of 12 militants and one
Pakistani officer. The vehicle used in the attack was
rigged with explosives, and four civilians and two FC
personnel were injured. [Arab News]

On March 14 and 15, Pakistani forces conducted
intelligence-based operations in Mohmand and Dera
Ismail Khan districts. In Mohmand, a gunbattle
resulted in the deaths of seven militants and two
security personnel. In Dera Ismail Khan, forces
neutralized two militants and recovered weapons and
ammunition. [ISPR 2] [Arab News]

Adding to the volatility, a bomb blast in Peshawar on
March 15 killed Mufti Munir Shakir, the founder of the
banned militant outfit Lashkar-e-Islam. Established in
2004, Lashkar-e-Islam had previously operated in
Khyber district, enforcing a strict interpretation of
Islamic law before clashing with Pakistani security
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forces. The attack, which took place outside a mosque,
also injured three others. No group has claimed
responsibility. [Arab News]

The violence continued overnight, with militants
launching coordinated assaults on police stations in
Bannu and Lakki Marwat. A police vehicle struck a
roadside bomb, injuring an officer. KP Police Chief
Zulfigar Hameed praised security forces for repelling
the attacks, though the security situation remains
volatile. [DAWN]

Following this incident, security forces conducted an
intelligence-based operation in the general area of Tor
Darra, where three militants were killed. Weaponry
and ammunition were recovered from the site, with
militancy remaining active throughout the KP area.
[ISPR 3]

Sri Lanka: Parliament to debate Batalanda
Commission report as Wickremesinghe
rejects findings

(Im) The Batalanda Commission report, which
investigates the unlawful detention and killing of youth
during the 1988-89 Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP)
insurrection, has become the center of political
controversy as tensions continue to escalate.

The report, tabled in Parliament by Leader of the
House Bimal Ratnayake, faults both the JVP and the Sri
Lankan government for their violent actions during the
insurrection. The commission's findings have reignited
debates over the role of former President Ranil
Wickremesinghe and other officials, with the report
highlighting their involvement in extrajudicial killings
and torture at the Batalanda detention camp, an issue
linked to Wickremesinghe's tenure. [Daily Mirror 1]
[Daily Mirror 2]

The commission’s detailed report accuses the JVP of
terrorism for its violent uprising against the
government, which resulted in widespread disruptions,
killings, and the eventual imposition of severe
counterinsurgency measures by the government.
Among the key findings, the report implicates
Wickremesinghe in facilitating the handover of
government buildings to security forces during the
crackdown, as well as the involvement of high-ranking
officials in covering up acts of violence, including the
abduction and killing of journalist Richard de Zoysa.
[Daily Mirror 3]
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In response to these findings, Wickremesinghe has
rejected the commission’s conclusions, claiming he
merely accommodated security forces at the request
of then-State Minister of Defense Ranjan Wijeratne. His
dismissal of the accusations has been criticized, with
Minister Nalinda Jayatissa arguing that
Wickremesinghe had ample time to address the issue
but only spoke out after the matter was revived in a
recent interview by Al Jazeera [see AiR No. 10,
March/2025, 2]. [Daily Mirror 4] [Daily Mirror 5]

The government is set to debate the reportin
Parliament on April 10 and May, amid a divided
political landscape. JVP General Secretary Tilvin Silva
has stated that additional witnesses are prepared to
testify, suggesting that new evidence could lead to
legal action against those implicated, including
Wickremesinghe. Despite some accusations that the
case is politically motivated, Silva assured that the
government remains committed to pursuing justice.
[Daily Mirror 6]

Sri Lanka: Former President
Wickremesinghe accused of using public
funds for private UK visit

(Im) Leader of the House Bimal Rathnayake has
accused former President Ranil Wickremesinghe of
using public funds amounting to GBP 40,000 (USD
50,800 / LKR 16 million) for a private visit to the United
Kingdom in 2023.

Speaking in Parliament, Rathnayake stated that the
trip, initially categorized as a private visit, was later
reclassified as an official visit in a letter from the
Presidential Secretariat, allegedly to justify the public
expenditure.

The Foreign Ministry has been urged to investigate the
matter, as Rathnayake emphasized that using state
funds for private purposes is a criminal offense. He
further revealed that a delegation of ten people
accompanied Wickremesinghe and his wife during the
trip.

The former President has not yet responded to the
allegations. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: CID intensifies search for
former IGP Tennakoon, questions family
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(Im) The search for former Inspector General of Police
(IGP) Deshabandu Tennakoon has intensified, as the
Criminal Investigation Department (CID) continues
efforts to track him down after an arrest warrant was
issued by the Matara Magistrate's Court in connection
with the Weligama shooting incident. Tennakoon has
been on the run since February 2025 after failing to
appear for questioning related to the shooting, which
occurred on December 31, 2023. [Daily Mirror 1]

The incident involved a Colombo Crimes Division (CCD)
team, which attempted to apprehend underworld
figure Nadun Chinthaka Wickremaratne, also known as
‘Harak Kata." Unbeknownst to them, Weligama police
mistakenly believed the CCD officers to be a threat and
opened fire, injuring two CCD officers and killing a
Police Sergeant. Investigations revealed that the
deployment of the CCD team had not been properly
coordinated with local police, leading to arrest orders
for Tennakoon and seven CCD officers. A travel ban
was also imposed on Tennakoon, and law enforcement
has warned that anyone assisting him would face
prosecution.

In the latest developments, CID officers have
questioned Tennakoon's wife and son in a bid to
gather information on his whereabouts. The CID visited
Tennakoon'’s residence in Hokandara as part of their
ongoing investigation. Despite these efforts,
Tennakoon remains at large. [Daily Mirror 2]

Meanwhile, the Court of Appeal has ruled that the
arrest order against Tennakoon should be executed by
the police, dismissing his petition to prevent his arrest.
The court’s decision follows the rejection of
Tennakoon's request to stay the arrest order issued by
the Matara Magistrate's Court. This ruling came after
Tennakoon's petition was filed, but the Court of Appeal
ordered that the police proceed with the arrest as per
the law. [Daily Mirror 3]

Tennakoon's writ petition is scheduled for further
hearing on March 21.

Sri Lanka: Government backtracks on
quick resolution of Easter Sunday attack
case

(Im) In a notable development marking a shift from
previous promises to voters, the Sri Lankan
government begins to slightly backtrack on its initial
promises to quickly resolve the investigation into the
2019 Easter Sunday bombings. This development
comes just days before the anniversary of the attacks
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on April 21, a significant date for many in Sri Lanka,
especially the Christian community affected by the
tragedy.

Minister of Science and Technology Chrishantha
Abeysena recently acknowledged that providing justice
to the victims, who were targeted by local extremists
affiliated with the Islamic State, resulting in over 260
deaths, within a month or two is not feasible. Despite
earlier government assurances to reopen the case and
deliver swift justice, Abeysena noted during a
committee stage debate on the budget that the
complexity of the case had only become clear after the
government assumed office. [Daily Mirror 1]

In recent months, the investigation into the attacks has
gained renewed attention, particularly with new claims
regarding the mastermind behind the attacks.
Galagoda Aththe Gnanasara Thera, General Secretary
of the hardline Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist Bodu Bala
Sena (BBS), has claimed to know the mastermind and
intends to reveal this information only to President
Anura Kumara Dissanayake and top security officials.
His statement follows previous allegations that he had
warned authorities about extremist threats before the
attacks, which were reportedly ignored. [AiR No. 10,
March/2025, 2]

In parallel, Minister of Religious Affairs and Buddha
Sasana Sunil Senavi has called for national
reconciliation, advocating for the establishment of a
Truth and Forgiving Commission, inspired by South
Africa’s approach. Senavi has encouraged the Christian
community to forgive those responsible for the
attacks, as the anniversary approaches, echoing a
sentiment of healing and forgiveness. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Tensions rise as opposition
pushes for new Constitution debate

(Im) Tensions are rising in Sri Lanka as the opposition
has moved for an adjournment debate on the
government's delay in presenting a new Constitution.
The opposition, led by Deputy Opposition Whip Ajith P.
Perera, has criticized the government's failure to take a
firm stance on the matter, despite promises made to
the public. [Daily Mirror 1]

In response, Minister of Justice Harshana Nanayakkara
assured Parliament that the government would
introduce the new Constitution according to its own
timeline. He likened the process to a dog wagging its
tail only when it chooses to, emphasizing that the
government would proceed at its own pace, despite
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the urgency expressed by the opposition. However,
Nanayakkara reaffirmed that the new Constitution
would be delivered as promised by the National
People's Party (NPP) alliance. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Court orders Bribery
Commission to report on Krrish case
investigation

(Im) The Fort Magistrate has ordered the Commission
to Investigate Allegations of Bribery or Corruption
(CIABOC) to submit a report by March 26 on its
investigation into former President Mahinda
Rajapaksa’s son, Namal Rajapaksa, regarding alleged
misappropriation of funds from the Krrish real estate
project.

Namal Rajapaksa'’s legal team accused CIABOC of
conducting a politically motivated probe, arguing that
he is already facing indictment in the Colombo High
Court for receiving LKR 70 million (USD 238,000) from
India’s Krrish Group, purportedly for rugby
development in Sri Lanka. His counsel also challenged
CIABOC's claim that it had sought assistance from
Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, and Germany for its
investigation, alleging that no such requests had been
made.

The court instructed CIABOC to clarify its position on
the matter. Namal Rajapaksa, a Sri Lanka Podujana
Peramuna (SLPP) MP, faces multiple cases over alleged
financial misappropriation linked to the Krrish project.
[Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: UNP chairman claims party will
regain presidency

(Im) United National Party (UNP) Chairman Wajira
Abeywardana asserted that despite holding only one
seat in Parliament, the UNP remains influential and will
soon produce Sri Lanka's tenth Executive President.
Speaking at a ceremony at Sirikotha, the party's
headquarters, he dismissed perceptions of weakness,
citing the UNP's historical resilience.

Abeywardana also criticized the current government’s
economic policies, highlighting rising living costs,
including soaring prices of essential goods. He warned
that Sri Lanka could face economic difficulties by
December.
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Former President Ranil Wickremesinghe made a brief
statement, suggesting that the UNP's political
performance would be evident by the end of the year.
The event also saw tensions between former MPs
Lakshman Wijemanne and Rajitha Senaratne, which
were defused by Wickremesinghe's intervention. [Daily
Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Former Minister links
corruption to open economy, urges policy
consistency

(Im) Former Minister of Development Strategies and
International Trade Malik Samarawickrama stated that
corruption in Sri Lanka began with the open economy
and escalated under successive governments. He
asserted that the current administration is free of
corruption but must ensure reforms trickle down to all
levels of governance.

Samarawickrama expressed support for the
government's economic policies, including free trade
agreements, the Economic Transformation Act, and
efforts to attract foreign direct investment (FDI). He
emphasized that Sri Lanka’s exports must reach USD
30 billion within three to four years and that working
closely with India, China, and the Middle East is
essential for economic recovery.

Regarding the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
program, he acknowledged its necessity but stressed
that Sri Lanka must eventually exit IMF reliance, similar
to India. He also called for opposition unity, urging
young leaders from all parties to form a clean and
capable alliance to present a credible alternative to the
government. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Speaker denies discrimination
in order paper questions

(Im) Speaker Jagath Wickramaratne rejected claims of
discrimination against opposition MPs in the entry of
oral questions in Parliament's order paper. Responding
to allegations by SJB MP Chaminda Wijesiri, the
Speaker stated that an inquiry confirmed questions are
entered as received, dismissing the claim as false.
[Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: UNP’s Lakshman Wijemanne
defects to S)B over party leadership
dispute

(Im) Lakshman Wijemanne, the United National Party
(UNP) Kalutara District Organiser, has resigned from
the party and joined the Samagi Jana Balawegaya (S)B),
citing disagreements over the UNP's leadership in the
district.

Wijemanne stated that despite his longstanding loyalty
to the UNP and former President Ranil
Wickremesinghe, the appointment of Rajitha
Senaratne as the party’s Kalutara District Leader led to
his decision to leave. He alleged that Senaratne’s
influence dictated key party appointments in the
district, leaving him no choice but to defect.

His move marks another high-profile shift amid the
ongoing realignment of political figures ahead of the
next election. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: SLMC National List MP resigns
to contest local elections

(Im) Sri Lanka Muslim Congress (SLMC) National List
MP Mohamed Sali Naleem has resigned from his
parliamentary seat to contest the upcoming Local
Government elections. The SLMC is a political party in
Sri Lanka that primarily represents the interests of the
country's Muslim community. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Key witness in underworld
figures' illegal asset case remanded

(Im) A key witness in the High Court case concerning
the illegal acquisition of assets worth LKR 1.5 billion
(USD 5.1 million) linked to Dematagoda Ruwan - an
alleged underworld figure in Sri Lanka, known for his
involvement in organized crime and illicit financial
activities - has been remanded until March 17.

The suspect, accountant Inoka Lakmali, was allegedly
responsible for managing financial records related to
the case. The Criminal Investigation Department (CID)
informed the court that she had repeatedly evaded
summons and threatened officers involved in the
investigation. Her arrest follows multiple outstanding
warrants issued due to her failure to testify in
proceedings regarding seized assets belonging to
Dematagoda Ruwan, his wife, and son. [Daily Mirror]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-jrr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-jry/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-jrj/

Sri Lanka: Prevention of Terrorism Act
from 1979 to be replaced by a new anti-
terrorism law

(db) In response to opposition leader Sajith
Premadasa’s inquiries, Justice and National Integration
Minister Harshana Nanayakkara informed the
Parliament of Sri Lanka on March 12 that he considers
introducing the Anti-Terrorism Bill as a new proposal.
This initiative followed suggestions from a group of
department experts that the Justice Ministry Secretary
leads, tasked with revising the Prevention of Terrorism
Act before being sent to the Parliament.

The original Prevention of Terrorism Act No. 48 was
adopted in 1979 to stop terroristic activities, hindering
individuals or organizations from participating in illegal
actions both in the country and abroad. Over 46 years,
that bill has been modified multiple times.
Amendments like Act No. 22 of 1988 and Act No. 12 of
2022 have added human rights and general legal
principles. The Prevention of Terrorism (Temporary
Special Arrangements) Amendment Act No. 22 of 2022
limited the detention of a suspect to just 72 hours.
Previously, the law had allowed suspects to be held for
an indefinite period, thus violating basic rights.

Previous governments made efforts to change the
Prevention of Terrorism Act. The last government
under President Ranil Wickremesinghe introduced
amendments to the law on September 15, 2023, but
multiple parties appealed to the Supreme Court
claiming that it still violated fundamental rights. As a
result, the Supreme Court provided guidelines for the
Anti-Terrorism Act's parliamentary approval. These
directions were discussed for two days by the
Oversight Committee in the previous Parliament.

Based on the abovementioned expert committee’s
assessment, Minister Nanayakkara then decided to
discard the Prevention of Terrorism Act or consider
other options. This resulted in the idea of drafting an
entirely new bill. [Daily News]

Sri Lanka: Sexual assault at Anuradhapura
Hospital sparks protests, legal action, and
calls for reform

(Im) The sexual assault of a female doctor at
Anuradhapura Teaching Hospital has led to
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widespread outrage, legal action, and calls for systemic
reforms in handling crimes against women.

The suspect in the case was detained for 48 hours for
further questioning, while his sister and another
individual were remanded until March 17 for allegedly
aiding his escape. Police recovered the victim's stolen
mobile phone from the sister’s house, strengthening
the case against those accused of assisting the
suspect. [Daily Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror 2]

In response, Health Minister Dr. Nalinda Jayatissa
removed the hospital's director, Dr. Dulan
Samaraweera, citing failures in hospital security. Dr.
H.M.I.U. Karunaratne has been appointed as Acting
Director while continuing his duties at Polonnaruwa
Hospital. [Daily Mirror 3]

The incident has sparked strong reactions from
women lawmakers of the ruling National People's
Power (NPP) alliance, who called for clear standards for
police, judiciary, and media to handle cases of violence
against women with sensitivity and justice. They
criticized the public release of the victim's statement,
warning that media sensationalism and victim-blaming
discourage women from reporting such crimes. [Daily
Mirror 4]

Meanwhile, doctors’ unions staged a nationwide strike
to demand better security for medical professionals.
The government called the strike unreasonable,
arguing that authorities had arrested the suspect
within 36 hours and were already implementing
security measures. [Daily Mirror 5]

Sri Lanka: Steps to eliminate child labor
emphasized in national meeting

(Im) The National Steering Committee on the
Elimination of Child Labour in Sri Lanka has called for
immediate and effective measures to completely
eradicate child labor in the country. This decision was
made during the committee's first meeting at the
Labour Ministry on March 17.

S.M. Piyatissa, the Chairman of the National Steering
Committee and Secretary of the Labour Ministry,
presented various proposals aimed at combating child
labor. One of the key initiatives discussed was the
Employer Pledge, introduced on the Department of
Labour's official website, which encourages employers
to commit to eliminating all forms of child labor by
2030.
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The meeting also stressed the importance of raising
awareness at the grassroots level, with the media and
community police committees playing a key role in
educating the public and reporting instances of child
labor. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Foreign preachers removed for
lacking proper documentation

(Im) The Sri Lankan Department of Immigration and
Emigration (DIE) continued its crackdown on foreign
preachers entering the country without the proper
religious visas. Over the weekend, authorities raided a
religious event in Nuwara Eliya, ordering two foreign
pastors to leave the country immediately for engaging
in religious activities without the required
documentation.

This follows a similar incident in Jaffna, where two
Indian pastors were also removed for conducting
prayer meetings without the proper visas. Authorities
have now warned local organizers to refrain from
hosting foreign preachers without the necessary
permits. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government to initiate steps
for offshore petroleum exploration

(Im) The Sri Lankan government is set to move forward
with offshore gas exploration, following the selection
of a consultant firm to handle the international tender
process. This step is part of a broader effort to develop
the country's offshore petroleum industry, in line with
the national policy on natural gas gazetted in 2020 and
the introduction of the Petroleum Resources Act in
2021, which regulates the sector.

The Petroleum Development Authority of Sri Lanka
(PDASL) has been established as the independent
regulator for upstream activities. The country's
offshore areas are divided into four sub-basins:
Cauvery, Mannar, South Lanka, and East Lanka, with
the Mannar basin already proven to be productive. The
government plans to call for tenders to select the
consultant firm after the budget debate to manage the
international tender process for exploration.

Sri Lanka's offshore petroleum exploration gained
momentum with the 2011 discovery of natural gas in
the Mannar basin by Cairn Lanka. Despite initial
discoveries, Cairn halted development in 2015 due to
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low international oil prices. Under the new Act, PDASL
is responsible for managing petroleum data and
issuing licenses for exploration, ensuring that all data
from petroleum operations in Sri Lanka remains state-
controlled. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Electricity tariff to be reduced
by 30 percent within three years, minister
says

(Im) Sri Lanka's Power and Energy Minister Kumara
Jayakodi announced in Parliament that electricity tariffs
will be reduced by 30 percent within three years. He
explained that the government cannot immediately
pass on the benefits of coal price reductions to
consumers, as coal is typically procured in bulk for an
entire year. Jayakodi stated that power tariffs cannot
be adjusted according to short-term fluctuations in
coal prices. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Economic growth driven by
manufacturing, tourism, and industrial
recovery in 2025

(Im) Sri Lanka's economic landscape shows signs of
recovery, fueled by growth across various sectors such
as manufacturing, tourism, and services, with
promising figures for early 2025.

The manufacturing and services sectors saw continued
expansion in February, as reflected by the Purchasing
Managers' Index (PMI) which recorded values of 56.8
for manufacturing and 56.5 for services. The food and
beverage industry in particular contributed to the
manufacturing growth, driven by preparations for the
Sinhala and Tamil New Year. The services sector also
showed robust performance, with sectors ranging
from financial services to wholesale trade expanding,
and employment continuing to rise. [Daily Mirror 1]

Sri Lanka's industrial sector also rebounded in January
2025, showing a 6.1 percent year-on-year growth in the
Index of Industrial Production (IIP). This recovery is
attributed to improvements in foreign currency
availability and lifted import controls, boosting
industries like non-metallic minerals, petroleum
products, and chemicals. However, challenges remain
in diversifying and strengthening the industrial base
for long-term stability. [Daily Mirror 2]
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On the tourism front, Sri Lanka has seen impressive
growth in tourism earnings, reaching USD 768 million
in the first two months of 2025. This marks an 11.7
percent increase from the same period in the previous
year, with February alone contributing USD 367.6
million. The country's recognition in global
publications, including Time Magazine's "World's
Greatest Places of 2025," highlights Sri Lanka’s growing
appeal. The Pekoe Trail, featured in Time Magazine,
further enhances the country's tourism profile. With a
target of 3 million visitors in 2025, Sri Lanka is poised
to surpass its 2018 records. [Daily Mirror 3]

Sri Lanka: Government implements
record public sector salary hike despite
financial constraints

(Im) President Anura Kumara Dissanayake announced
that the government has implemented the largest-ever
increase in the basic salary of public sector employees,
despite financial limitations. Speaking at a meeting
with the Federation of University Teachers’ Association
(FUTA), he emphasized that Sri Lanka is adhering to the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) program, which
requires fiscal discipline in budgetary allocations.

The president noted that this year's budget prioritizes
education and healthcare while maintaining revenue
and expenditure controls. FUTA representatives raised
concerns about challenges faced by academics, and
potential solutions were discussed. The president
reassured them that the government is committed to
addressing issues affecting professional groups while
ensuring financial stability. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Former central bank governor
defends ISB issuance, says return to
international markets necessary

(Im) Former Central Bank Governor Dr. Indrajit
Coomaraswamy emphasized that Sri Lanka must
eventually return to international capital markets,
particularly through International Sovereign Bonds
(ISBs), to prevent further economic contraction and
close the country’s external financing gap. Speaking at
the Central Bank's 75th-anniversary oration, he argued
that despite criticism, ISBs remain a critical tool for
managing debt sustainability and avoiding over-
reliance on volatile portfolio inflows.
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Defending his tenure (2016-2019), Coomaraswamy
explained that Sri Lanka's sovereign bond issuances
were necessary to extend debt maturities, reduce
borrowing costs, and stabilize economic fundamentals.
He noted that the outstanding sovereign bond stock
rose from USD 5 billion in 2015 to USD 15 billion by
2019, with USD 4.5 billion raised in 2019 alone. These
funds were used to reduce reliance on short-term
portfolio investments and foreign currency swaps,
which were highly volatile.

Coomaraswamy dismissed claims that ISB issuances
were a primary cause of Sri Lanka’'s 2022 debt default,
asserting that these borrowings actually delayed an
earlier collapse by ensuring debt repayments were
met. He further stated that the 2019 borrowings were
partly aimed at creating fiscal buffers for the incoming
administration, as economic instability was expected
after the Easter bombings.

Despite financial challenges, Coomaraswamy
maintained that Sri Lanka will need to tap global debt
markets again, as alternative funding options remain
scarce. He cautioned that avoiding ISBs could lead to
excessive economic compression, impacting both
consumption and investment, and ultimately slowing
recovery. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Strong demand at tea auction
despite lower offerings

(Im) Last week, Sri Lanka's tea auction saw strong
demand despite a decline in total offerings to 5.0
million kg. Prices for high-quality tea increased, with
some breaking records, while lower-end varieties saw
price drops. A notable highlight was Somerset Estate,
which set a new record price of LKR 3,050 (USD 10.37)
per kg, surpassing its previous LKR 2,600 (USD 8.84)
per kg record from 2022. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Finance Ministry rejects
proposal to revive W. M. Mendis & Co.

(Im) The Finance Ministry has rejected a proposal by
the Excise Department to restart operations at W. M.
Mendis & Co., a major local liquor company, which has
been shut down for three months due to outstanding
tax payments of LKR 5.8 billion (USD 19.72 million).

The Excise Department revoked the company’s license
on December 4, 2024, after repeated warnings over
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unpaid taxes. In an effort to revive the business and
recover the dues, Excise Chief U. L. Udaya Kumara
Perera proposed a plan allowing the company to
resume operations by paying half of the owed amount
upfront, with the remainder to be settled through
monthly installments. However, the Finance Ministry
rejected the plan, citing unspecified reasons, leaving
the Excise Department with no option but to seek legal
action through the Attorney General's office.

Despite the Ministry of Finance later requesting an
alternative proposal to recover the dues, no practical
solution has been implemented, and W. M. Mendis &
Co. remains inoperative. The ongoing shutdown has
affected 1,300 workers dependent on the company's
operations. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Vehicle import delays and new
regulations spark concerns

(Im) The Vehicle Importers Association of Lanka (VIAL)
has raised alarms about around 400 vehicles being
held at Sri Lanka Customs for over 20 days due to a
recent change in import regulations. The new
requirement to specify either the production year or
exact manufacturing date has created significant
compliance challenges for importers, leading to delays.
VIAL Chairman Indika Sampath Merenchige urged
authorities to reconsider this regulation, warning that
the delays could discourage potential buyers and drive
up vehicle prices by LKR 40,000 to LKR 50,000 (USD 136
to USD 170) due to demurrage charges. As a short-
term solution, Merenchige suggested penalizing
importers for non-compliance rather than detaining
vehicles indefinitely. [Daily Mirror 1]

In addition to these delays, Customs authorities have
introduced new regulations for importing motor
vehicles, including hybrid and electric vehicles, to
ensure proper classification and compliance. Under
the new rules, the Customs value of used vehicles will
include the cost of any modifications, such as freezer
truck bodies added after manufacturing. Importers
must re-export any motor vehicle found to violate
these regulations within 90 days, covering all
associated costs. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Over 5,500 shops raided, 4,070
traders penalized for rice price violations
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(Im) The Consumer Affairs Authority (CAA) has raided
more than 5,500 shops across Sri Lanka as of March 12
for selling rice above the government-mandated
maximum retail price. Legal action has been taken
against 4,070 traders, including 1,555 for rice-related
violations. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Apparel sector targets USD 8
billion in exports amid growth optimism

(Im) Sri Lanka’s apparel industry remains optimistic
about achieving USD 8 billion in exports by 2025, with
industry leaders emphasizing policy consistency,
collaboration, and supply chain strengthening as key
factors for success. As of 2024, Sri Lanka's apparel
sector contributed USD 4.7 billion in exports,
accounting for approximately 7 percent of GDP, while
directly employing 350,000 workers and supporting up
to one million jobs indirectly. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government considers private
sector partnership for SriLankan Airlines
amid debt restructuring

(Im) The Sri Lankan government is considering a
partnership with the private sector as one of several
options for the development of SriLankan Airlines.
However, no final decision has been made as the
government's immediate priority is focused on
restructuring the airline's significant debt.

SriLankan Airlines, which posted a loss of LKR 1.9
billion (USD 6.5 million) in the seven months leading up
to October 2024, is struggling financially, having
reported a profit of over LKR 4 billion (USD 13.6
million) the previous year. The airline's management
has presented a business plan outlining various
strategies to ensure its financial viability, with private
sector involvement being one of the proposed
solutions.

In the meantime, the government is dedicated to
addressing the airline’s debt, which includes bonds
issued with a sovereign guarantee. The Sri Lankan
government has allocated LKR 20 billion (USD 68
million) in the national budget for the airline's debt
settlement and is working on ensuring equal treatment
for all creditors during the restructuring process. [Daily
Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Central Expressway faces
decade-long delays as costs soar

(Im) The first phase of Sri Lanka's Central Expressway,
originally approved in 2015, remains incomplete a
decade later, with costs surging from LKR 158 billion
(USD 537 million) to LKR 350 billion (USD 1.19 billion).
Deputy Minister of Transport Prasanna Gunasena cited
delays, compensation claims by contractors, and
currency depreciation as reasons for the increase. The
36-kilometer Kadawata-Meerigama stretch, funded by
a loan from EXIM Bank of China, has seen sections of
early construction collapse due to prolonged inactivity,
requiring an additional LKR 7 billion (USD 23.8 million)
for restoration.

The government has prioritized completing the
expressway during its current term, with ongoing work
on the Pothuhera-Rambukkana stretch and completed
land acquisition for the Galagedara extension in Kandy.
Officials warn that further delays will increase costs,
with phase one expected to take three more years if
resumed immediately. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Prison jailer remanded for
aiding and abetting murder of alleged
gang leader

(Im) A prison jailer has been remanded until March 21
in connection with the high-profile murder of alleged
gang leader Ganemulla Sanjeewa.

Sanjeewa, who had been accused of involvementin 19
murders and was detained at Boossa Prison, was shot
at close range by a gunman disguised as a lawyer
during a bail hearing. The gun used in the attack was
smuggled into the courtroom inside a hollowed-out
book by an accomplice, who remains at large.
Investigations have suggested possible ties to an
underworld figure currently based in Dubai. [AIR No. 8,
February/2025, 4]

The jailer was arrested by the Colombo Crimes Division
after it was revealed that he was present near the door
during the shooting of Sanjeewa at Colombo
Magistrate's Court on February 19. Authorities claim
that the man failed to apprehend the gunman, despite
having time to do so, leading to charges of aiding and
abetting the crime. [Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Former Boossa Prison
Superintendent shot dead

(Im) Former Superintendent of Boossa Prison, Siridath
Dhammika, was shot dead by an unidentified gunman
in Thalagaha, Akmeemana, police confirmed.
Authorities are investigating the motive behind the
attack.

Boossa Prison is a high-security facility known for
housing high-profile criminals and suspects linked to
organized crime and terrorism. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Financial phishing attacks
surge in 2024, posing cybersecurity risks

(Im) Sri Lanka recorded 9,218 financial phishing attacks
in 2024, highlighting growing cybersecurity threats
against businesses, according to Kaspersky. These
attacks, which impersonate financial institutions to
steal sensitive data, have become increasingly
sophisticated.

The country also faced 8.6 million web-based cyber
threats and 12.5 million local malware incidents,
making businesses more vulnerable to financial fraud.
Kaspersky urged companies to adopt multi-layered
cybersecurity measures, including anti-phishing
technologies, employee training, and multi-factor
authentication, to mitigate risks. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Army revamps 1,000 schools
under ‘Clean Sri Lanka’ initiative

(Im) The Army is actively contributing to the nationwide
"Clean Sri Lanka Project," launched on January 1 by
President Anura Kumara Dissanayake. This initiative,
aimed at promoting environmental sustainability and
reducing waste, has enlisted over 14,500 Army
personnel to renovate 1,000 schools across Sri Lanka.
C

Under the supervision of the Security Forces
Headquarters, the Army has already successfully
renovated 496 schools by March 17. The renovations
include roof repairs, painting, fence reconstruction,
and the repair of nearly 5,500 damaged desks and
chairs. [Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Over 1,200 elephants killed in
five years

(Im) Sri Lanka has lost 1,238 elephants in the past five
years, with 138 deaths caused by train accidents,
raising concerns about wildlife safety. Authorities urge
the public to avoid feeding wild animals and call for
stronger conservation measures. [Daily Mirror]
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Brunei: Government to boost health
sector recruitment and retention

(ga) The Ministry of Health (MoH) is working to
enhance its recruitment policies to address the
shortage of doctors, nurses, and allied health workers.
Speaking at the 21st Legislative Council session on
March 13, Health Minister Isham Jaafar highlighted
efforts to improve remuneration packages and
accelerate the hiring process.

The minister acknowledged that Brunei faces
challenges competing with high-income countries for
medical professionals, especially post-COVID-19. To
attract talent, the government aims to offer
competitive salaries and provide opportunities for
foreign doctors to enhance their skills through
continuous professional development. A special
committee, established under the leadership of His
Majesty Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah, has since streamlined
the process, reducing hiring time to a few months.
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Regarding women's participation in the medical field,
the minister stated that 60 percent of doctors in Brunei
are women. However, he acknowledged that many
female doctors face challenges balancing work and
family responsibilities, leading some to leave
government service for private sector jobs. He
suggested introducing part-time or flexible work
arrangements to retain more local doctors who wish to
continue working without quitting due to rigid
regulations. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Road upgrades at 22 locations to
enhance accessibility and disaster
response

(ga) A road upgrading project covering 22 locations has
been underway since 2023 to enhance accessibility
and disaster resilience, according to Minister of Home
Affairs Ahmaddin Abdul Rahman. Speaking at the 21st
Legislative Council session on March 12, he said the
project includes 10 sites in the Belait District, nine in
the Tutong District, and three in the Temburong
District, implemented in collaboration with the Public
Works Department and the Ministry of Development.

Nineteen of the 22 locations have been upgraded, with
the remaining three in Belait and Tutong districts
scheduled for completion. The upgraded roads are
now less prone to flooding, reducing the number of
affected homes and the need for food ration
distribution.

Additional measures include drainage expansion and
cleaning to manage rainwater overflow effectively. The
National Disaster Management Centre (NDMC)
continues public awareness efforts through various
programs involving grassroots leaders, schools, and
NGOs.

Disaster response operations follow the National
Standard Operating Procedure (NASOP), ensuring
efficient deployment of aid and assistance. The NDMC
works closely with government agencies, private
companies, and NGOs to facilitate smooth distribution
and delivery of relief efforts. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Government enhances hospitality
training to strengthen tourism industry

(ga) The government is enhancing hospitality training
to strengthen its tourism sector, focusing on upskilling
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youth and improving service quality. During the 21st
Legislative Council (LegCo) Session on March 13, LegCo
member Mahali Momin highlighted the need for better
training programs, upgraded infrastructure, and
enhanced service standards.

Minister of Primary Resources and Tourism Abdul
Manaf Metussin responded that the ministry had
conducted 17 training courses and three knowledge
transfer programs in 2024, benefiting over 300
participants. These include specialized tourist guide
training, heritage trail programs, and customer service
workshops.

The ministry has also collaborated with embassies to
offer language courses in Russian, Turkish, and
Mandarin. Institutions like the Institute of Brunei
Technical Education (IBTE) and private colleges
contribute to hospitality training, focusing on food
presentation and service excellence. [Borneo Bulletin]

Cambodia: Six-year aviation development
plan launched

(mfr) The State Secretariat of Civil Aviation (SSCA) has
unveiled the "Civil Aviation Strategic Plan 2025-2030" to
advance Cambodia’s aviation industry. The plan,
introduced by Minister Mao Havannal during the
SSCA's annual meeting, focuses on air transport
development, safety, security, infrastructure, and
international cooperation.

By the end of 2024, Cambodia’s three international
airports Phnom Penh, Siem Reap, and Sihanoukuville
were connected to 34 global destinations across 12
countries and territories. The country recorded 6.24
million passengers, marking a 22 percent increase
from 2023, while air freight rose 40 percent to 77,800
tons.

Further growth is expected in 2025 with the
introduction of new flights from Istanbul, Abu Dhabi,
and Dubai. Passenger numbers are projected to reach
7.5 million, and freight transport is expected to hit
80,000 tons. A major milestone will be the mid-year
opening of Techo International Airport, located south
of Phnom Penh. The airport, designed to handle the
world's largest commercial aircraft, has expansion
plans to accommodate up to 45 million passengers by
2050. [The Phnom Penh Post]
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Cambodia: Hospital overcrowding
worsens

(sal) A surge in National Social Security Fund (NSSF)
enrollments has led to severe overcrowding in
Cambodia’s hospitals, increasing wait times and
straining medical resources. The NSSF reported that as
of March 7, 2,776,192 Cambodian and foreign
residents have registered, resulting in 1.33 million
visits to partner hospitals.

Major hospitals, including Ang Duong Hospital, Techo
Santepheap National Hospital, and Khmer-Soviet
Friendship Hospital, are experiencing waiting times
ranging from two hours to an entire morning. The
rising demand has placed immense pressure on
medical staff and facilities, prompting calls for urgent
intervention.

To address the crisis, partner hospitals have been
advised to increase staffing levels, introduce additional
shifts, and expand waiting areas to accommodate the
growing number of patients. Authorities are also
considering daily patient caps to manage hospital
capacity more effectively.

With healthcare infrastructure under strain,
stakeholders emphasize the need for long-term
solutions to ensure continued access to quality
medical care for all NSSF beneficiaries. [The Phnom
Penh Post]

Cambodia: Chinese-renovated Ream
Naval Base to be inaugurated with
Japanese warship as first visitor

(dqgl) The Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (RCAF) has
announced that Cambodia will inaugurate the Chinese-
renovated Ream naval base on April 2. The base,
located on Cambodia’s southern coast, has raised
concerns in the U.S. due to its strategic position near
the disputed South China Sea, which China claims
almost in its entirety.

China has been a close ally of Cambodia, investing
heavily in infrastructure under former Prime Minister
Hun Sen. Since 2022, China has funded the renovation
of the Ream base, originally partly constructed with
U.S. funds. In December 2023, Chinese warships
docked there, followed by a U.S. warship's visit in
December 2024, marking the first American military
port call in eight years.
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Cambodia is also set to receive two warships from
China to strengthen its defense capabilities.
Cambodian officials have denied that the base will be
used by foreign powers. [Alarabiya]

A Japanese warship set to be the first to dock, as
unveiled by General Vong Pisen, the Commander-in-
Chief of the Royal Cambodian Armed Forces during his
meeting with Colonel Hara Takashi, Chief of the New
Japanese Military Office in Cambodia, on March 18.
[Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Man arrested for online insult
against Hun Sen

(mfr) Cambodian authorities have arrested a man for
allegedly insulting Senate President Hun Sen on social
media by comparing him to former Philippine
President Rodrigo Duterte. The suspect, identified as
35 year old Luock Oriday from Battambang province,
was taken into custody on March 14, in a joint
operation by the Phnom Penh Municipal Police and
Battambang Provincial Police.

The arrest followed a social media post in which Oriday
used offensive language and suggested that Hun Sen
would face a fate similar to Duterte's. He also claimed
to celebrate for "three more nights and three more
days."

Hun Sen publicly addressed the incident during a
gathering, confirming the arrest and stating that the
suspect would now be "bringing the party to prison."
[Khmer Times 1]

Hun Sen, meanwhile, has drawn a parallel between
U.S. President Donald Trump's engagement of
billionaires like Elon Musk in governance and
Cambodia’s collaboration with wealthy tycoons.
Speaking at a solidarity dinner with the Cambodian
Oknha Association on March 14, he defended the
Royal Government's approach, which had previously
faced criticism from the opposition.

Hun Sen emphasized that mobilizing the private sector
strengthens national development and is a strategy
used by global leaders, including Trump. He reiterated
that leveraging the expertise of resourceful individuals
is beneficial for governance and economic growth.

He also acknowledged Cambodian businesses for their
contributions to national revenue through taxation,
stating that the government under Prime Minister Hun
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Manet continues to benefit from strong customs and
tax income. [Khmer Times 2]

Indonesia: Meeting on controversial
amendment to military law stormed

(dqgl) At least three democracy activists disrupted a
closed-door meeting in Jakarta on March 14, where
lawmakers and government officials were discussing
proposed amendments to the law on the Indonesian
Military (TNI). The activists opposed the plan to allow
active military officers to hold civilian positions and
criticized the secrecy of the discussions.

The meeting follows President Prabowo Subianto’s
push to amend the military law and reinstate the
practice of placing active-duty officers in civilian roles.
Critics warn that this move could undermine
democratic reforms and revive military dominance in
governance, reminiscent of former President
Soeharto’s New Order era.

Under Soeharto, the military wielded significant
influence through the dual function doctrine (dwi-
fungsi ABRI), holding key civilian posts and legislative
seats. His 1998 downfall led to democratic reforms,
including the 2004 military law, which mandates that
officers retire before entering civilian government. The
proposed amendment has sparked concerns about
reversing these hard-won reforms. [Jakarta Globe 1]
[Indonesia Business Post]

A key point of contention is the military’'s proposed role
in handling drug enforcement. The draft bill would
legitimize the military's involvement in combating drug
abuse, a provision not included in the original 2004
law. Critics emphasized that drug policy should be a
civilian matter managed through a health-based
approach, not military intervention.

The proposal to involve the military in drug
enforcement has been under discussion since
September 2023, after President Joko Widodo
acknowledged the growing drug problem in Indonesia,
with 3.6 million users. The military had suggested using
its facilities as rehabilitation centers, a proposal that
Jokowi had requested the then-TNI commander to
prepare.

Defense Minister Sjafrie Sjamsoeddin confirmed that
the amendment would expand military personnel’s
roles in 15 state institutions, up from the current 10,
including the addition of ministries like Maritime
Affairs and Fishery, the Attorney General's Office, and


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-jir/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-jiy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-jij/

the National Disaster Mitigation Agency. [Asia News
Network]

Meanwhile, Utut Adianto, Chairman of Commission | of
the House of Representatives, which oversees defense
and security affairs, contended that the planned
revision of the Indonesian Military (TNI) Law would
limit the military's involvement in civilian affairs. A
senior politician of the ruling Indonesian Democratic
Party of Struggle (PDI-P), Utut stated that the
amendment would cap the number of civilian positions
that could be filled by active soldiers, aiming to prevent
a dual role for the military in politics. [The Jakarta Post]

In a related development, two high-ranking army
officers in Prabowo's cabinet have resigned from the
military while retaining their civilian roles, reflecting
the weight of the controversy about the law reform.
Major General Novi Helmy, CEO of the State Logistics
Agency (Bulog), and Major General Irham Waroihan,
Inspector General of the Agriculture Ministry, opted to
step down as active-duty officers, as their positions fall
outside the military law's designated civilian roles.
[akarta Globe 2]

Indonesia: Ruling party secretary general
indicted in corruption case

(dql) Hasto Kristiyanto, Secretary General of the ruling
Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (Partai
Demokrasi Indonesia Perjuangan, PDI-P), has been
charged with obstructing a corruption investigation
involving Harun Masiku, a suspect from 2019 to 2024.

Hasto is accused of directing his aide to instruct Harun
to submerge his mobile phone in water to prevent its
seizure by investigators of the Corruption Eradication
Commission (Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi, KPK),
after the arrest of Wahyu Setiawan, a former member
of General Elections Commission (Komisi Pemilihan
Umum, KPU), in January 2020.

In addition to obstruction, Hasto is accused of
participating in a bribery scheme with Harun, lawyer
Donny Tri Istigomah, former convict Saeful Bahri, and
Harun to offer IDR 600 million (USD 37,000) to Wahyu
between 2019-2020. The money was allegedly meant
to secure the replacement of a legislative candidate
with Harun for the South Sumatra electoral district.
[Tempo.Co]

Hasto denounced his corruption trial as politically
motivated, calling himself a political detainee and
arguing he was being targeted for criticizing the
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government. Speaking before the opening hearing on
March 14, he accused the KPK of being used to silence
opposition figures. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Debate about death penalty
for corruption flares up

(dqgl) Calls for the death penalty for corrupt officials
have been renewed in the wake of series of high-
profile corruption cases, with proponents arguing it
would deter future crimes and curb rising corruption
levels.

Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK) Deputy
Chairman Fitroh Rohcahyanto noted that Indonesia’s
Anti-Corruption Law allows the death penalty for
corruption causing significant state losses under
specific circumstances, such as during a national
emergency. However, this provision has never been
enforced. Fitroh suggested that in cases of
extraordinary corruption with severe state losses, the
death penalty could be considered as a deterrent.

Indonesia has rarely applied the death penalty for
corruption. The only case was in 1966, when former
Bank Indonesia governor Jusuf Muda Dalam was
sentenced to death for embezzlement, but he died in
prison before his execution.

Despite calls for harsher punishments, no corrupt
official has been executed since. The debate
resurfaced in 2020 after former Social Affairs Minister
Juliari Batubara was sentenced to only 12 years in
prison for a bribery scandal, while others involved in
large-scale fraud cases faced death penalty demands
but escaped it. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: President Prabowo eyes
halving poverty rate by 2029

(dgl) Chief Community Empowerment Minister
Muhaimin Iskandar has unveiled that President
Prabowo Subianto aims to reduce Indonesia's poverty
rate from currently 8.7 percent (24.8 million people) to
4.5 percent by 2029 and eliminate extreme poverty by
2026. Muhaimin made the statement after a
ministerial meeting on March 14, calling for
coordinated efforts between ministries and agencies,
including Human Development Minister Pratikno, to
implement the President's poverty reduction
directives.
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Data of the Central Statistics Agency (BPS) showed that
Indonesia's poverty rate dropped to 8.57 percentin
September 2024, the lowest recorded since 1960. This
represents a decrease of 0.46 percentage points from
March 2024 and a 0.79 percentage point decline from
the previous year. The reduction was bolstered by
robust economic growth, with the country's GDP
expanding by 5.35 percent in the third quarter of 2024.
[Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Six suspects in regional budget
bribery case identified

(dqgl) The Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK) has
identified six suspects in a bribery case following
operations in South Sumatra. The suspects include a
senior government official, three local legislators, and
two businessmen accused of orchestrating illicit
payments using the 2025 regional budget.

The case involves councilors demanding IDR 40 billion
(USD 2.4 million) in exchange for approving local
government expenditures, with the council speaker
and deputies slated to receive IDR 5 billion (USD
306,000) each and other members IDR 1 billion (USD
61,000). To conceal the scheme, the Public Works
Department initiated government-funded projects,
though budget constraints later reduced the payout to
IDR 35 billion (USD 2.1 billion). [Jakarta Globe 1]

During the raids on March 15, eight individuals were
arrested, with two of them released after
interrogations and now serving as witnesses in the
cases. [Jakarta Globe 2]

In another corruption case, the KPK has named five
suspects accused of being involved in the
misappropriation of advertisement funds at Bank of
West Java and Banten (BJB). The suspects include
former BJB CEO Yuddy Renaldi, Corporate Secretary
Widi Hartono, and three advertising agency executives:
Ikin Asikin Dulmanan, Suhendri, and Sophan Jaya
Kusuma. Yuddy has resigned following the
investigation.

The KPK estimates state losses of IDR 222 billion (USD
13.5 million). Investigators conducted searches at 12
locations, seizing documents, assets, and freezing IDR
70 billion (USD 4.3 million) in a bank deposit. [Jakarta
Globe 3]
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Laos: Parliament debates landmark
constitutional reforms to reshape
governance and economy

(dgl) The Lao National Assembly is currently debating
the 2025 Draft Constitution, marking the first major
revision in a decade. The proposed changes aim to
modernize governance, strengthen economic policies,
and enhance judicial institutions. Discussions, taking
place from March 17 to 20, are part of a broader effort
to improve the country’s legal and political framework.

A key reform in the draft is the overhaul of local
governance. Under the current system, provincial
Governors, district Mayors, and Village Chiefs hold
executive authority. The new draft proposes replacing
these individual roles with Governing Committees at
the provincial, district, and village levels, each led by a
President. Additionally, it introduces a new “Tasaeng"
administrative level, positioned between districts and
villages. These changes aim to decentralize decision-
making and distribute power more evenly.

Economic and environmental policies also see a shift.
Article 13 introduces the concept of an “independent
economy”, emphasizing self-sustaining growth and
reducing reliance on external factors. A strong green
growth strategy is embedded in the draft, encouraging
sustainable investments and aligning Laos’ economic
development with environmental responsibility.
Furthermore, the draft prioritizes innovation, science,
and technology, reinforcing recent reforms such as the
updated Law on Investment Promotion, which focuses
on attracting high-tech industries.

Judicial reforms are another significant aspect. The
People’s Prosecution Office would be granted greater
authority to initiate prosecutions, moving beyond its
traditional oversight role. Meanwhile, the National
Assembly would gain increased influence in appointing
key legal officials, including the Head of the Supreme
People’s Prosecution Office, in an effort to enhance
accountability within the legal system.

Beyond governance and legal changes, the draft
constitution also formally recognizes the Lao diaspora.
Article 47 acknowledges Lao communities abroad as
an inseparable part of the national identity. While
primarily symbolic, this recognition could pave the way
for future policies strengthening ties between Laos and
its overseas citizens.

If adopted, these reforms will reshape Laos' political,
economic, and social landscape, with a greater focus
on decentralization, sustainability, and international
engagement. While some changes reinforce existing



policies, others—such as the governance restructuring
and environmental commitments—signal a push for
innovation. [The Laotian Times]

Laos: Ministries merged

(tas) The Lao government has merged key ministries in
a major restructuring effort, reducing the total from 17
to 13 to improve efficiency and streamline state affairs.

The Ministry of Planning and Investment was with the
Ministry of Finance which retains its name, while the
Ministry of Energy and Mines was incorporated into
the Ministry of Industry and Commerce, also retaining
its name.

In addition, the Ministry of Natural Resources and
Environment was merged with the Ministry of
Agriculture and Forestry, now called the Ministry of
Agriculture and Environment. The Ministry of Home
Affairs was placed under the Party Central Committee’s
Personnel and Organisation Committee, with
governance, mapping, and religious affairs reassigned
to the Prime Minister's Office and relevant ministries.

Media affairs were transferred to the Party Central
Committee’s Propaganda and Training Board,
renaming the Ministry of Information, Culture and
Tourism as the Ministry of Culture and Tourism.
[Vientiane Times]

Laos: Preparing for upcoming digital
census

(dqgl) The Lao Statistics Bureau (LSB), with support from
the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and
development partners, is preparing for Lao PDR'’s 5th
Population and Housing Census, scheduled for
October. The census will be the country's first fully
digital one, leveraging Geographic Information Systems
(GIS) and handheld devices for data collection. Training
sessions for census staff, including GIS field
operations, are already underway to ensure accurate
enumeration area mapping.

The government officially launched the census process
in February, emphasizing its critical role in shaping
national development policies. The census data will
serve as a foundation for the country’'s new five-year
National Socio-Economic Development Plan (2026-
2030). [The Laotian Times]
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Laos: Prime Minister calls for sustainable
development in Attapeu Province

(tas) Prime Minister Sonexay Siphandone urged
stronger efforts in economic development,
environmental protection, and social welfare during his
visit to Attapeu province from March 10-12, where he
reviewed key projects alongside provincial authorities.

Emphasizing the need to combat drug-related issues,
illegal logging, and misinformation, he also promoted
sustainable agriculture and responsible mining.
[Vientiane Times]

Malaysia: Prime minister supports plan
for two-term limit of premiership

(dql) Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim has expressed
support for the Democratic Action Party's (DAP's)
proposal to amend the Federal Constitution to limit the
prime minister’s tenure to a maximum of 10 years or
two terms. He affirmed that his party, the People's
Justice Party (PKR), and the ruling Pakatan Harapan
coalition back the idea but emphasized the importance
of securing broad support through dialogue with other
parties.

Anwar, speaking at DAP's 18th national congress,
jokingly stated that he wouldn't last 10 years in office,
citing his exhaustion after just two years. He also
cautioned against rushing the amendment without
securing sufficient votes, warning that introducing a bill
without proper backing would be ineffective. He
reassured that PH, of which the DAP and the PKR are
component parties, remains committed to the
proposal, despite potential opposition challenges.

Earlier, DAP Secretary-General Loke Siew Fook clarified
that the proposal to limit the prime minister's tenure
was not aimed at undermining Anwar but at securing it
as part of his legacy, as promised in PH's election
manifesto. Loke also reiterated the call for a
separation of the Attorney-General and Public
Prosecutor roles, another key institutional reform
pledged by PH.

Additionally, Loke outlined internal reforms for DAP,
including the creation of four new central executive
council positions to enhance the party's structure. He
also proposed making the Wanita DAP chief a
permanent member of the candidate selection
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committee and reinforcing the party’s 30 percent
women candidate quota for the next general election
(GE16) to be held by February 17, 2028. [Free Malaysia
Today]

Malaysia: Woo Kah Leong appointed as
new PH Youth Chief

(ga/dql) Democratic Action Party Socialist Youth
(DAPSY) chief Woo Kah Leong has been appointed as
the new head of Pakatan Harapan (PH) Youth. Woo,
who is also the Pasir Bedamar state assemblyman, was
selected during a meeting of all PH Youth wing
components. PH is the current ruling government
coalition in Malaysia.

Woo succeeds Special Advisor to the Minister of Health
Kelvin Yi who held the post until November 2024. The
coalition reaffirmed its commitment to advancing the
reform agenda and prioritizing youth welfare.

PH Youth also pledged full support for the Unity
Government's candidate in the Ayer Kuning state by-
election on April 26 and for PH candidates in the
upcoming Sabah state election. [Bernama]

It criticized the opposition Perikatan Nasional (PN)
coalition for allegedly spreading false accusations,
promoting divisive politics, and manipulating racial and
religious sentiments. [New Straits Times]

Bersatu Youth chief Hilman Idham, in return, criticized
Woo for calling PN “the worst opposition in history.”
Hilman urged Woo to assess PH's governance before
criticizing PN over opposition allocations, arguing that
Harapan-led government had failed in economic
management, inflation control, human rights
protection, and agricultural policies. [Malaysia Kini]

Bersatu (Parti Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia, Malaysian
United Indigenous Party) is key component of PN.

Malaysia: BN confident in shortlisted
candidates for Ayer Kuning by-election

(ga) The Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition, which
supports the ruling Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition,
has shortlisted six candidates for the Ayer Kuning by-
election, with the party leadership assessing their
strengths and considering public opinion before
making a final decision.
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BN Deputy Chairman Mohamad Hasan stated that the
selected candidate would be announced around April 5
or 6, a week before nomination day, to allow sufficient
time for engagement with voters.

The by-election follows the passing of incumbent
assemblyman Ishsam Shahruddin, who died on
February 22 after collapsing during a football match in
Penang. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Democratic Action Party elects
Gobind Singh as new leader

(ga) Gobind Singh Deo has been elected as new leader
of the Democratic Action Party (DAP) after securing the
highest votes in the party’'s Central Executive
Committee (CEC) elections during the party's 18th
National Congress in Shah Alam. The Damansara MP
and Minister of Digital received 2,785 votes, followed
by Stampin MP Chong Chieng Jen (2,631 votes) and
Kulai MP Teo Nie Ching (2,585 votes). [Bernama 1]

Anthony Loke was re-elected as DAP Secretary-General
for a second term, while Gobind Singh replaces Lim
Guan Eng, who was named Party Advisor.

A total of 4,203 delegates from 1,650 branches voted
for 30 CEC members for the 2025-2028 term. The
newly elected CEC will hold its first meeting soon to
finalize other leadership roles. [Bernama 2]

The DAP is one of four component parties of the ruling
Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition.

Malaysia: Communications Minister
Fahmi to contest in People's Justice Party
Vice-President elections

(ga) People's Justice Party (PKR) Information Chief
Fahmi Fadzil has announced his candidacy for the
party’'s vice-president post in the upcoming party
elections scheduled for May. The Communications
Minister and Lembah Pantai MP stated that his
decision came after discussions with party leaders,
grassroots members, and the Lembah Pantai division.
Fahmi emphasized that the party election should be
conducted in a healthy manner and that he and his
team would introduce new strategies to secure
support. Fahmi also remains the Lembah Pantai PKR
division chief after securing the position uncontested
on March 16. [Bernama 1] [Bernama 2]
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Fahmi joins four incumbents, Selangor Chief Minister
Amirudin Shari, Negeri Sembilan Chief Minister
Aminuddin Harun, Natural Resources and
Environmental Sustainability Minister Nik Nazmi Nik
Ahmad, and Nurul I1zzah Anwar, who are seeking re-
election.

Nurul Izzah confirmed her bid to defend the position,
citing the need to nurture talent and strengthen PKR
for the upcoming 16th General Election. She expressed
hope for unity within the party and stated that her
decision was approved by her parents, Prime Minister
Anwar |Ibrahim and Wan Azizah Ismail.

Aminuddin also reaffirmed his candidacy,
acknowledging the competitive nature of the election
given PKR's role in leading the Unity Government. He
filed his nomination to retain his position as Port
Dickson division chairperson and reiterated that the
party upholds democratic principles, allowing any
member to contest. The PKR party elections are
expected to be closely contested, with candidates
emphasizing unity and party development as key
priorities. [Bernama 2] [Bernama 3]

Lead by Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim, the PKR is the
largest among four component parties of the ruling
Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition.

Malaysia: Opposition coalition to
announce Ayer Kuning by-election
candidate after March 20 meeting

(ga) Opposition Perikatan Nasional (PN) coalition will
announce its candidate for the Ayer Kuning state by-
election after a special meeting on March 20. PN
election director Muhammad Sanusi stated that while
a list of potential candidates has been compiled, the
final decision will only be made during the meeting. He
emphasized that all candidates under consideration
are local.

The Election Commission (EC) has set polling for April
26, with nominations on April 12 and early voting on
April 22. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Former prime minister
questioned in corruption case

(dqgl) Former Prime Minister Ismail Sabri Yaakob was
questioned for several hours at the Malaysian Anti-
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Corruption Commission (MACC) headquarters as part
of an ongoing corruption and money laundering
investigation.

He is being investigated as a suspect in a case involving
four of his former senior officers. During raids at the
residences of these officers and other locations, MACC
seized approximately MYR 170 million (USD 38 million)
in cash and 16kg of gold bars.

Ismail, who had been questioned by MACC on
February 19, collapsed at home on February 22 due to
blood pressure issues and was hospitalized. [Free
Malaysia Today]

Malaysia: Government enhances
maritime security in Sabah’s East Coast

(ga) The government is strengthening maritime
security along Sabah's east coast through enhanced
security measures, international cooperation, and
advanced technology to combat cross-border crimes.
Deputy Home Minister Shamsul Anuar told the Senate
that the Eastern Sabah Security Command (ESSCOM) is
intensifying operations under Operation Sanggah while
collaborating with the Royal Malaysia Police (PDRM),
Malaysian Armed Forces (MAF), and Malaysian
Maritime Enforcement Agency (MMEA) on Operation
Gasak Laut and Operation Bersepadu.

Security measures include the establishment of Sea
Check Points, 40 MAF posts, and 46 General
Operations Force (GOF) posts within the Eastern Sabah
Security Zone (ESSZone). Maritime patrols have been
expanded, with seven military ships and boats, three
PDRM ships and 36 boats, three MMEA ships, and 14
boats deployed. Movement Control Order (MCO)
enforcement covers six key districts: Semporna, Kunak,
Lahad Datu, Kinabatangan, Sandakan, and Beluran.

The government is also strengthening intelligence
networks by sharing information with enforcement
agencies in the Philippines and Indonesia, including
the National Narcotics Agency (BNN) and the Philippine
Drug Enforcement Agency (PDEA). Cooperation is
further reinforced through the Malaysia-Indonesia-
Philippines Cooperation Meetings.

Technological upgrades include the installation of
surveillance radars on key islands, with five operated
by ESSCOM, nine by MAF, and one by MMEA. A Fibre
Optic Monitoring System is now operational on Sebatik
Island in Tawau, and unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs)


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-jkl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-jkl/

and surveillance drones are deployed in high-risk
zones to detect smuggling activities. [Bernama]

Myanmar: Myanmar National Democratic
Alliance Army denies employment
restrictions in Lashio

(hw) The Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army
(MNDAA)-appointed Lashio administration has clarified
that there are no restrictions on employment for
individuals who do not speak Burmese. This statement
came in response to reports and rumors suggesting
that the MNDAA was hiring only individuals fluent in
Chinese.

The administration further explained that it has
employed participants from the Civil Disobedience
Movement (CDM) to support the effective functioning
of the education, healthcare, and administrative
sectors. An official from the administration stated that
both Kokang and Chinese speakers, as well as
Burmese speakers, have been hired, with interpreters
appointed to facilitate communication among
individuals who speak different languages.

Regarding reports that some offices are hiring non-
CDM civil servants, the official noted that such
decisions may depend on the policies of specific
departments or offices. Unlike CDM participants, non-
CDM civil servants are those who continued working
for the military administration after the coup.

Following the capture of Lashio in August 2024, the
MNDAA reportedly appointed CDM participants to key
sectors in an effort to restore governance in the city.
[DVB, in Burmese]

Myanmar: IDP numbers surge in KNU-
controlled areas

(anl) The Committee for Internally Displaced Karen
People (CIDKP) reported a surge of 51,555 newly
displaced individuals in February, bringing the total
number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Karen
National Union (KNU)-controlled areas to over 1.1
million.

The surge is driven by intensified clashes and airstrikes
by the military junta. CIDKP data indicated that IDP
numbers rose across all seven KNU brigades. Before
February, the total displaced population stood at
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approximately 1,071,057. However, ongoing military
offensives, artillery shelling, and airstrikes have pushed
the figure past 1,122,612.

According to the Karen National Liberation Army
(KNLA), the KNU's armed wing, the fighting continues
across all seven KNU brigades, with the most intense
clashes occurring in Brigade 3. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Arakan Army seeks educators
for school opening in Rakhine State

(hw) The Arakan Army’s (AA) political wing, the United
League of Arakan (ULA), has invited educators to assist
in the reopening of schools in Rakhine State for the
2025-2026 school year. ULA's education department is
working to resume education in schools that have
been closed since November 2023 due to ongoing
conflict.

The schools have been closed for over a year as a
result of clashes between the AA and the military, the
displacement of civilians, and the military’s airstrikes.
As a consequence, children have been growing up
without proper education, with only a small number of
children receiving education in schools operated by
nonprofit organizations. [Development Media Group,
in Burmese]

Myanmar: Only 50 out of 600 overseas
employment agencies function

(hw) Sources from overseas employment agencies
recently reported that out of approximately 600
agencies, only around 50 are still operational, while
about 500 have temporarily ceased business. The
primary cause is the restrictions imposed by the junta
on young people seeking employment abroad.

In February, the junta halted the issuance of Overseas
Worker Identification Cards (OWICs) for males eligible
for military service—those between the ages of 18 and
35—severely disrupting agency operations.
Additionally, Myanmar citizens working abroad are
required to remit 25 percent of their salaries through
approved channels, and some agencies have been
targeted for failing to comply with this mandate.

Although a few agencies remain in operation, their
scale of activity has significantly diminished.
Furthermore, suspended agencies are required to
submit monthly reports to the junta’s Ministry of Labor
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confirming that they have not sent any workers abroad
during the period. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Junta airstrikes kill four
civilians in Sagaing

(anl) On March 16, Shwebo District Battalion 15
reported that the Myanmar military junta launched
airstrikes on Singaing Village, Sagaing Township,
Sagaing Region, killing four civilians, including an
infant, and injuring seven others.

Lieutenant Kauk Yoe, commander of Battalion 15,
stated that the attack deliberately targeted civilians
despite the absence of any fighting. Residents also
reported that many villagers were fleeing in fear of
further airstrikes. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Military Kills 75 in Rakhine
State over two months

(hw) According to the Assistance Association for
Political Prisoners (AAPP), 45 individuals were killed in
Rakhine State by the military over a period of more
than two months.

The deaths occurred between January 1 and March 11.
AAPP stated that Rakhine State has the highest
number of deaths caused by airstrikes compared to
other regions in Myanmar. It asserted that the military
is committing war crimes against civilians.

During this period, a total of 24 females and 21 males
were killed, including twelve minors under the age of
18. According to AAPP, as of March 11, a total of 6,399
civilians had been killed since the coup. [Radio Free
Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Resistance groups capture
military posts

(hw) Resistance groups have recently secured
successes over the Myanmar military, with the Arakan
Army capturing a military post in Bago Region, while
the Karen National Union’s armed wing seized a post
near the Thailand-Myanmar border.

Arakan Army captures another military post in Bago
Region
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The Arakan Army (AA) reportedly captured the Nyaung
Kyoe military post in Pyay District, Bago Region, on
March 12.

Military personnel evacuated from the base and
combined with forces from another outpost to prepare
for resistance against the AA's infiltration. Despite this,
the AA was able to capture nearly forty junta soldiers,
along with weapons and ammunition.

After seizing control of 14 out of 17 townships in
Rakhine State, the AA has expanded its military
operations and is now attacking military outposts in
the Ayeyarwaddy, Bago, and Magway regions near
Rakhine State. In recent weeks, the AA has taken
control of several military outposts in the Ayeyarwaddy
Region, while the military has fiercely resisted AA's
incursions, employing both ground and aerial assaults
and conscripting locals in the process. [Radio Free Asia,
in Burmese] [VOA, in Burmese]

Karen National Union captures military base

The Karen National Union’s (KNU) armed wing, the
Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA), and its allies
captured a military post located 80 kilometers from
Myawaddy on the Thailand-Myanmar border, under
the command of the 31st Infantry Battalion.

Immediately after the capture, around ten military
personnel fled to Thailand, where they were
subsequently apprehended and detained by Thai
security forces.

The KNLA had been attacking the military post for
several weeks. Since the conflict resumed along the
border, Thailand has increased the number of security
personnel stationed to guard the border. Due to the
battle, around 300 civilians fled to Thailand in early
March and remain displaced there.

There have been previous instances of Myanmar
military personnel fleeing to Thailand following clashes
with resistance forces, with Thai authorities
subsequently handing them over to Myanmar. In May
2024, following the capture of a military post by the
KNLA, military personnel fled to Umphang District in
Tak Province, Thailand. [VOA, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Chinese security personnel
stationed at Chinese powerplant in
Kyaukphyu


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-jkk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-jku/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-jul/

(hw) Reports indicate that 27 security personnel who
arrived from China are being stationed at Power China,
a Chinese-backed power plant located in Gon Chon
Village, Kyaukphyu Township. The Chinese personnel
arrived at the plant in early February, and there are
also reports of junta forces entering and leaving the
facility. Nearby, a power distribution substation and a
natural gas refinery, both funded by China, are also
located.

Locals have reported seeing bulletproof glass and
CCTV cameras being installed at these facilities,
although the security personnel have not been
observed carrying weapons. However, the personnel
are wearing uniforms and regularly conduct checks on
the staff working at the facilities.

Kyaukphyu hosts a number of Chinese-sponsored
projects, including a deep-water port and a gas
pipeline connected to Kunming. [Development Media
Group, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Ta’ang National Liberation
Army’s plan to form town guard faces
backlash

(hw) The Ta'ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) has
reportedly faced strong resistance from local residents
in the town of Mogok, Mandalay Region, over its
attempt to form a town guard through conscription.

On March 6, the TNLA issued an order instructing ward
administrators to draft personnel for the town guard.
However, some ward administrators refused to
implement the directive. That same day, the
administrators were summoned and given instructions
to conscript males between the ages of 18 and 45.
They subsequently held meetings in their respective
wards to inform residents about the order.

In response, local communities submitted a petition to
the TNLA opposing the plan. The TNLA has not yet
responded to inquiries regarding the initiative. Despite
the silence, there are reports of TNLA's plan to form
similar town guards in additional eleven towns and
Kutkai and Namkham had already founded their town
guards. [BBC News, in Burmese]

Mogok was captured in July 2024 by a coalition of TNLA
and the Mandalay People’'s Defense Force (MDY-PDF).
[Mizzima, in Burmese]
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Myanmar: Water crisis in Hsihseng leaves
residents struggling

(nf) Hsihseng Township, junta-ruled in Shan State, is
experiencing acute shortages of water because of
financial constraints and extended power disruptions
to the municipal water supply grid. While blessed with
natural water resources in reservoirs in hills, its
overdependence on a Japan-donated electricity-driven
pumping facility has become a significant problem as
frequent disruptions in power leave residents in wards
at upper elevation without water.

Since March 2025, the condition has worsened, with
the junta-controlled township development committee
struggling to maintain normal water supply. Despite
the availability of power supply, budget shortages have
limited continuous pumping operation. On an interim
basis, the government has introduced a solar pump
system, which supplies a maximum of 20,000 gallons
per day, much below the town's needs. Therefore, the
current water supply is on a rota basis, with some
wards going dry for days.

Private companies are resorted to by most individuals,
with 150 gallons of water delivered by tanker trucks for
MMK 20,000 to 30,000 (USD 9.40-14.30). However, for
the poor, buying water is out of question, and they
have to depend on public wells for purposes such as
washing and bathing.

Residents have accused poor management and
absence of funds as major catalysts of the crisis, while
others are increasingly enraged that whereas lower
sections of the town are being provided with piped
water, upper sections are being left out. [Burmese
News International]

Philippines: Ex-President Duterte’s ICC
appearance and domestic fallout

(Im) Former Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has
become the first Asian head of state to appear before
the International Criminal Court (ICC), where he faces
charges of crimes against humanity related to his
controversial "war on drugs." During the hearing on
March 14, Duterte followed proceedings via video link
due to his frailty after a long journey from Manila.

The charges against Duterte stem from his campaign
against drug dealers and users, which rights groups
allege led to the extrajudicial killing of thousands,
especially in poor communities. The ICC prosecutor
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argues that these killings were part of a widespread
and systematic attack on the civilian population. A pre-
trial hearing is scheduled for September 23 to confirm
whether there is enough evidence to proceed with a
full trial, which could take years. [The Guardian]
[France24]

The legal challenges continue with Duterte's legal team
struggling to secure proper representation, as only
ICC-accredited lawyers are permitted to defend him.
Solicitor General Menardo Guevarra, who had been
representing the government, recused himself from
the case, citing the Office of the Solicitor General's
consistent position that the ICC lost jurisdiction over
Duterte's war on drugs after the Philippines withdrew
from the court. Guevarra's recusal has bolstered
Duterte's supporters' argument that the ICC's
involvement is unjust. The Department of Justice (DOJ)
may step in to represent the government, but this shift
in legal representation highlights the complexities of
the Philippines' position on the ICC. [Rappler 1]

Duterte's arrest and handover to the ICC have sparked
political controversy in the Philippines. His daughter,
Vice President Sara Duterte, has described the event as
"oppression and persecution" and sought to have the
hearing moved so she could discuss legal strategies
with her father. Meanwhile, his supporters staged
protests, calling for his return. However, the arrest has
been hailed by human rights groups and victims'
families as a step towards justice. [The Manila Times ]
[The Manila Times 2]

Domestically, Duterte's arrest has sparked
considerable political fallout. The Philippines Senate,
led by Senator Imee Marcos, has initiated an
investigation into whether the arrest and transfer
followed due process, emphasizing the importance of
upholding Philippine sovereignty. Marcos, who chairs
the Senate's Foreign Relations Committee and is the
sister of President Ferdinand Marcos Jr., has
questioned whether the legal standards were
respected, warning that the arrest could deepen
political divisions. [Al Jazeera] [Deutsche Welle]
[Inquirer.net]

The investigation also carries implications for the 2025
senatorial elections, with several candidates from
Marcos' administration-backed slate previously
opposing ICC jurisdiction during Duterte’s presidency.
Notably, figures like Manny Pacquiao, Tito Sotto, and
Erwin Tulfo criticized the ICC, while Bong Revilla and
Imee Marcos defended Duterte's actions. Some
politicians, such as Ping Lacson and Pia Cayetano,
initially supported the Rome Statute’s ratification but
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later called for a review of the Philippines’ engagement
with the ICC. [Rappler 2]

Additionally, former Duterte spokesperson and ICC-
accredited lawyer Harry Roque has sought asylum in
the Netherlands, where Duterte is detained. Roque
cited political persecution in the Philippines and
questioned the legitimacy of congressional warrants in
the country. [Rappler 3]

In parallel, the Supreme Court has been asked to
justify Duterte's detention, with his children filing
petitions challenging the legality of his arrest and the
Philippines’ cooperation with the ICC. Duterte’s legal
team faces difficulties securing proper representation,
as only ICC-accredited lawyers can defend him, limiting
his options. [The Manila Times 3]

Beyond these legal battles, ICC prosecutors may soon
issue warrants for Senator Ronald "Bato" dela Rosa
and former police chief Oscar Albayalde, key figures in
Duterte's war on drugs. The ICC's case suggests that
both were deeply involved in the controversial "Oplan
Tokhang" campaign, which led to thousands of
extrajudicial killings. Dela Rosa, who previously
dismissed concerns about ICC prosecution, has now
gone silent and filed a petition with the SC to halt
further government cooperation with the ICC. [The
Manila Times 4]

Philippines: Ex-President Duterte's
partner faces assault charges amid ICC
arrest operation

(Im) The legal troubles surrounding former president
Rodrigo Duterte have expanded as his common-law
wife, Honeylet Avancefia, now faces potential assault
charges for allegedly striking a police officer during a
tense standoff at Villamor Air Base on March 11. The
confrontation occurred as authorities prepared to
escort Duterte onto a chartered flight to The Hague,
Netherlands, following the International Criminal Court
(ICC)y's issuance of an arrest warrant against him. [The
Manila Times]

Philippines: Government denies First
Lady’s detention in US, refutes link to ex-
President Duterte’s arrest

(Im) The Philippine government has denied claims that
First Lady Liza Araneta-Marcos was detained in the
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United States or that President Ferdinand Marcos Jr.
offered a deal to free former President Rodrigo
Duterte in exchange for her release.

The false claim, which circulated widely on social
media, alleged that Araneta-Marcos was held by U.S.
authorities over the death of businessman Paolo
Tantoco and that Duterte’s March 11 arrest by the
International Criminal Court (ICC) was a cover-up. The
Presidential Communications Office dismissed the
claim, confirming that Araneta-Marcos arrived in
Manila on March 11 after attending the Manila
International Film Festival in Los Angeles from March 5
to 8.

Fact-checkers and Palace Press Officer Claire Castro
further debunked the rumor, citing official records and
social media posts showing Araneta-Marcos attending
public events in Manila upon her return. Marcos Jr.
also refuted any deal regarding Duterte’s ICC
detention, stating that his arrest was conducted in
compliance with Interpol commitments. [Rappler] [The
Manila Times]

Philippines: DILG enforces suspension of
Urdaneta mayor and vice mayor despite
legal challenge

(Im) The Department of the Interior and Local
Government (DILG) has enforced a suspension order
from the government against Urdaneta City Mayor
Julio “Rammy” Parayno lll and Vice Mayor Jimmy
Parayno, deploying police to city hall to prevent them
from performing their duties. Since March 14, officers
have been stationed under the directive of Police
Regional Director Brigadier General Lou Evangelista,
ensuring compliance with the suspension.

The DILG appointed councilors Franco del Prado and
Warren Andrada as acting mayor and vice mayor,
respectively. Both are political allies of the suspended
officials. The Paraynos, who have not appeared at city
hall since March 14, are challenging the order, arguing
that it was improperly implemented during the
election period, which began on January 12. However,
the Commission on Elections (Comelec) has stated that
the order, issued on January 7, remains valid.

The suspension stems from a case filed by Michael
Brian Perez, son of former city mayor Amadeo Perez
IV, who accused the Paraynos of grave misconduct and
abuse of authority after he was removed as Liga ng
Barangay president and ex-officio city council member.
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The government imposed a one-year suspension, with
each offense carrying a five-month penalty.

The Paraynos have sought a temporary restraining
order from the Urdaneta City Regional Trial Court,
arguing that the status quo should be maintained
pending a decision. Despite their legal challenge, the
DILG continues to enforce the suspension, preventing
them from entering city hall or any government offices.
[Rappler]

Philippines: Ombudsman says 90 percent
of complaints politically motivated

(Im) Ombudsman Samuel Martires stated that 90
percent of complaints filed before his office ahead of
the 2025 elections are politically motivated. He
emphasized that while the Office of the Ombudsman
considers all cases, many lack merit and are dismissed
after review.

The statement comes after graft charges were filed
against Marikina Mayor Marcy Teodoro and his wife,
Rep. Maan Teodoro, by Rico Mariano. Mayor Teodoro
pledged to cooperate with the Ombudsman and
respond formally once they receive an official copy of
the complaint.

Under the Ombudsman Act of 1989, the office has the
authority to investigate alleged misconduct by public
officials and pursue cases in court if probable cause is
found. [The Manila Times]

Philippines: Failure to investigate
enforced disappearances violates
fundamental rights

(Im) The Supreme Court ruled that inadequate
investigations into enforced disappearances violate an
individual's rights to life, liberty, and security. The
decision granted a writ of amparo to the family of
Henry Tayo Jr., who went missing after being detained
at Bacolod City Police Station 8 for theft.

Police claimed Tayo was released to five barangay
tanod and a complainant, but his family never saw him
again. Although authorities presented a video of Tayo
signing the release log, they failed to provide footage
of him leaving the station, despite repeated requests
from his family, the Commission on Human Rights
(CHR), and the Public Attorney's Office (PAO).
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Initially, a Regional Trial Court (RTC) granted the
family’s request for a writ of amparo, compelling the
police to submit a report. However, the RTC later
denied the petition, ruling that there was no evidence
the police were withholding information or responsible
for Tayo's disappearance.

The Supreme Court reversed this decision, finding that
all elements of enforced disappearance were present:
Tayo was last seen in police custody, and authorities
failed to acknowledge his fate or whereabouts. The
Court criticized the police for their delayed and
insufficient efforts, noting they only sought IT
assistance to recover security footage a month after
the request and provided unclear video evidence.

As a result, the Supreme Court ordered the Philippine
National Police (PNP), the National Police Commission
(Napolcom), and the Department of the Interior and
Local Government (DILG) to conduct a full
investigation. If evidence warrants, authorities must
file criminal and administrative charges against those
responsible for Tayo's disappearance. [The Manila
Times]

Philippines: Comelec dismisses
disqualification case against Erwin Tulfo

(Im) The Commission on Elections (Comelec) First
Division has dismissed the disqualification case against
ACT-CIS Representative Erwin Tulfo, who is running for
senator in the upcoming midterm elections. The ruling,
issued on March 11 and announced on March 13,
stated that petitioner Berteni Causing and the Graft-
Free Philippines Foundation Incorporated failed to
provide proof of service with complete annexes,
making it unclear whether Tulfo had received the
petition.

Causing had filed the petition on February 25, citing
Tulfo's libel convictions and questions over his
American citizenship. A similar petition by lawyer
Virgilio Garcia, which challenged multiple members of
the Tulfo family over alleged political dynasty
violations, was also dismissed on March 4 due to the
same procedural issue.

Comelec Chairperson George Garcia described the lack
of proof of service as a major error, stating that courts
and electoral bodies require respondents to be
formally notified. Garcia has since filed a motion for
reconsideration, arguing that Comelec already had the
required documents. The motion will be reviewed for
further action.
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With these dismissals, there are currently no pending
disqualification cases against the Tulfo family, a well-
known media and political dynasty in the Philippines,
recognized for their influence in journalism and public
service. Erwin Tulfo remains among the top choices in
senatorial preference surveys, alongside his brother
Ben Tulfo. If both win, they will join their brother,
Senator Raffy Tulfo, in the upper chamber. [Rappler]

Philippines: Sandiganbayan denies motion
to halt USD 2 million forfeiture case
against ex-DOJ chief

(Im) The Sandiganbayan, the Philippines' anti-graft
court handling cases of corruption involving public
officials, has rejected a motion to disqualify the Office
of the Special Prosecutor (OSP) from prosecuting the
forfeiture case against former justice secretary
Hernando "Nani" Perez, businessman Ernest Escaler,
and two others. The case, filed in 2014, involves the
alleged illegal transfer of USD 2 million in undeclared
funds, which were purportedly extorted from former
Manila congressman Mark Jimenez in 2001 in exchange
for his exclusion from a plunder investigation of
former president Joseph Estrada.

In its March 7 ruling, the Sandiganbayan Third Division
upheld the OSP's role, stating that the forfeiture case
was properly instituted by the Office of the
Ombudsman on behalf of the Republic of the
Philippines. The court clarified that there was no
violation in filing the petition and reaffirmed the OSP's
duty to pursue all legal means necessary for
investigating and prosecuting cases under its
jurisdiction. [Rappler 1]

In a separate decision, the Sandiganbayan upheld the
graft conviction of former Bureau of Customs
wharfinger Conrado Rivera for unlawfully facilitating
the release of shipping containers from the Port of
Cebu in 2006 despite unpaid port charges amounting
to PHP 980,722 (USD 16,672). The court affirmed a
2023 regional trial court ruling, sentencing Rivera to six
years and one month to ten years in prison under the
Anti-Graft and Corrupt Practices Act, permanently
barring him from holding public office, and ordering
him to reimburse the Cebu Port Authority for the
unpaid fees. [Rappler 2]

Philippines: Bacolod mayor faces graft
complaint over USD 16.5 million land deal
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(Im) Alfredo Abelardo “Albee” Benitez, the mayor of
Bacolod, the capital of Negros Occidental province in
the Visayas region, and 17 others are facing graft and
administrative complaints over an alleged irregular
land banking project valued at PHP 971.86 million (USD
16.5 million). Local radio blocktimer Roger Ledesma
filed the complaint with the Office of the Ombudsman-
Visayas in Cebu City on March 13, alleging violations of
the Anti-Graft and Corrupt Practices Act, land use
conversion regulations, and the Comprehensive
Agrarian Reform Program (CARP) law.

The complaint centers on Bacolod's purchase of 74.76
hectares in Hacienda Conchita, Barangay Granada, for
PHP 13 million (USD 221,000) per hectare—significantly
higher than the PHP 415,000 (USD 7,100) zonal value
set by the Bureau of Internal Revenue for Bacolod
sugarlands. Ledesma argues that the land remains
classified as agricultural and lacks a Department of
Agrarian Reform (DAR) conversion clearance. He also
noted that 34 agrarian reform beneficiaries still hold
certificates of land ownership for the property.

The sale, approved by the city council and signed by
Benitez on October 11, 2023, was part of a PHP 4.4
billion (USD 74.8 million) loan secured from the
Development Bank of the Philippines. Ledesma also
questioned a potential conflict of interest, alleging that
members of the land banking committee also served
on the appraisal committee, weakening oversight
mechanisms.

Additionally, the acting register of deeds, Raymond
Danico, is accused of facilitating the immediate
transfer and issuance of a new land title within 40 days
of the city council’s ratification. Danico declined to
comment on the matter.

Benitez dismissed the complaint as politically
motivated ahead of the upcoming elections, where he
is contesting Bacolod's lone congressional seat against
former mayor Evelio Leonardia. The DAR's Provincial
Agrarian Reform Office has announced an
investigation into the transaction. [Rappler]

Philippines: MILF central committee
criticizes BARMM leadership change, calls
it a violation of autonomy

(Im) The Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) central
committee has expressed dismay over recent
leadership changes in the interim government of the
Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao
(BARMM). In a statement signed by MILF secretary
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Muhammad Ameen on March 16, the group criticized
the appointment of Maguindanao del Norte Governor
Abdulraof Macacua as interim chief minister, replacing
Ahod Balawag “Al Haj Murad” Ebrahim.

BARMM, established in 2019 following the 2014
Comprehensive Agreement on the Bangsamoro (CAB),
replaced the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao
(ARMM) to grant greater autonomy to the
predominantly Muslim region. The Bangsamoro
Transition Authority (BTA) governs the region until its
first parliamentary elections, recently postponed to
October 2025.

The MILF, which played a central role in the peace
process, argued that the government did not adhere to
its proposed list of 41 nominees for the BTA,
appointing only 35. The group sees this as interference
in its internal affairs and a violation of the Bangsamoro
Organic Law (BOL), which mandates MILF leadership of
the BTA during the transition.

The statement followed a consultative assembly at
Camp Darapanan, Sultan Kudarat, where around 500
MILF members and officials voiced support for
Ebrahim, who remains MILF chairman. The committee
reaffirmed its commitment to the peace process but
urged the national government to respect its role in
the transition.

Presidential adviser on peace and reconciliation Carlito
Galvez Jr. defended the appointments, stating they
align with the CAB and BOL. He also noted that
Ebrahim had resigned on March 3 to focus on the
upcoming elections. Macacua took his oath before
President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. on March 12.

Galvez reassured that the 80-member BTA remains
MILF-led, in accordance with the peace agreement, and
called for unity to ensure the success of the
Bangsamoro peace process. [Rappler]

Philippines: Duterte supporters red-tag
and harass Ateneo de Davao student
journalists

(Im) Student journalists at Ateneo de Davao University
(AdDU) have faced doxxing, harassment, and red-
tagging from pro-Duterte social media accounts after
their publication, Atenews, released a statement
supporting former President Rodrigo Duterte’s arrest
for alleged crimes committed during his war on drugs.
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AdDU President Fr. Karel San Juan, S} condemned the
attacks, affirming the university's stance on press
freedom and denouncing red-tagging as a violation of
constitutional rights. The university's student
government and the College Editors Guild of the
Philippines (CEGP)-Davao also condemned the
intimidation, urging critics to engage in fact-based
discourse rather than resorting to harassment.
[Rappler]

Philippines: Key investments reach USD
78.2 billion in February

(Im) President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. announced that
strategic investments in the Philippines surpassed PHP
4.6 trillion (USD 78.2 billion) as of February, with the
potential to create nearly 300,000 jobs.

Among the major projects contributing to this
investment surge are the 159-megawatt peak Laoag
Solar Power Project, the 94-megawatt peak Cayanga-
Bugallon Solar Power Project in Pangasinan, and the
EDC-Project Charlie Hyperscale Data Center in New
Clark City, Tarlac.

The administration aims to foster a business-friendly
environment for both local and foreign investors, with
Marcos urging local government units (LGUs) and
government agencies to align their investment goals
with national priorities. He also highlighted Executive
Order (EO) 18, which established Green Lanes for
Strategic Investments to expedite, streamline, and
automate government processes. The Board of
Investments (BOI) now processes permits and licenses
in just 12 days instead of months, allowing projects to
break ground faster. [The Manila Times]

Singapore: Major changes to electoral
boundaries for GE2025

(rt) Singapore has introduced significant electoral
boundary changes ahead of General Election 2025
(GE2025), with only five Group Representation
Constituencies (GRCs) and four Single Member
Constituencies (SMCs) remaining unchanged. The
Electoral Boundaries Review Committee (EBRC) cited
voter growth and new housing developments as key
drivers of the changes, particularly in Punggol, Tengah,
and Bukit Batok West.
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The number of constituencies has increased to 33, with
five new GRCs and six new SMCs. This results in 97
elected Members of Parliament (MPs), up from 93, with
each MP representing an average of 28,384 voters. In
Singapore’s electoral system, GRCs elect teams of MPs
and require at least one minority representative, while
SMCs elect a single MP.

The voter base has grown by 101,791 since 2020, with
Pasir Ris-Punggol GRC seeing the highest increase (10.8
percent). The opposition-held Aljunied GRC was
redrawn for the first time since 2011, while other key
adjustments include the formation of Punggol GRC,
Pasir Ris-Changi GRC, and Jurong East-Bukit Batok GRC.
[The Straits Times] [Channel NewsAsia 1] [Business
Times]

Boundary changes could reshape voter behavior, as
some areas will see different candidates and political
parties competing. Opposition parties may need to
adjust their strategies to contest in the newly drawn
constituencies. Despite the changes, analysts suggest
national issues, such as the economy, job security, and
housing, will remain key factors influencing voter
decisions. [Channel NewsAsia 2]

Prime Minister Lawrence Wong confirmed that the
government has accepted the EBRC's
recommendations, with elections expected before
November 23. The next step is for President Tharman
Shanmugaratnam to dissolve Parliament, after which
the election will be held within three months.

Singapore: Opposition politician issued
POFMA order over false claims of
government’s use of land sales

(rt) Reform Party leader Kenneth Jeyaretnam has been
issued his ninth correction order under Singapore's
Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation
Act (POFMA) after making false claims regarding the
government's land sales and immigration policies. The
latest order was issued on March 14, following a
Facebook post by Jeyaretnam on March 3, where he
falsely claimed that the government uses its control
over land supply and immigration to intentionally drive
up land prices, including Housing and Development
Board (HDB) flat prices, to boost Singapore's reserves.

The Ministry of Finance (MOF) swiftly refuted these
claims, stating that land management policies are
based on Singapore's planning and development
needs, not on increasing land or HDB prices. It also
emphasized that immigration policies aim to address
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challenges posed by Singapore's aging population and
low birth rates, rather than inflating land prices or
reserves. The MOF further clarified that the fair market
value of land is determined independently by the Chief
Valuer based on market transactions and other
relevant factors, ensuring that the valuation is
unbiased.

Jeyaretnam's claims about the government's land
policies and immigration practices were previously
addressed in a correction order issued on July 4, 2024,
but he has continued to spread falsehoods despite
these clarifications. His social media accounts,
including Facebook, Instagram, X, and LinkedIn, along
with his website "The Ricebowl Singapore," have been
designated as "Declared Online Locations" under
POFMA until December 2025 for spreading multiple
false statements.

The POFMA office has required Jeyaretnam to post a
correction notice on his social media platforms, linking
to the government's fact-checking website, Factually, to
clarify the inaccuracies. However, Jeyaretnam has yet
to comply and remains overseas, citing a medical
condition for his inability to return to Singapore to
assist with the investigations. [The Straits Times]
[Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: Prime Minister Wong
emphasizes unity and harmony at Iftar
Utara 2025

(Im) On March 16, Singapore's Prime Minister
Lawrence Wong addressed around 7,000 residents and
guests at the Iftar Utara event, where he stressed the
importance of cherishing and protecting Singapore's
unique harmony. He highlighted how daily global
developments serve as reminders of the challenges
facing the world, emphasizing that Singapore’s
strength lies in the unity of its people.

Prime Minister Wong pointed out that Singapore is one
of the few places where people of different faiths and
beliefs can come together and live in peace, calling this
a “precious” aspect that must always be safeguarded.
He noted the importance of Singaporeans taking
ownership of their nation's future, as only they can
defend, protect, and advance Singapore's interests in
today's volatile world.

Echoing this sentiment, Senior Minister of State for
Defence and Manpower Zaqy Mohamad spoke about
the responsibility of Singaporeans to maintain
harmony. He underscored the significance of racial
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and religious understanding, which was laid out by
Singapore's founding leaders. Zaqy also emphasized
the importance of engaging the younger generation
through initiatives like inter-faith dialogues to counter
misinformation and divisive ideologies that threaten
social cohesion. [The Straits Times]

This message on unity and social harmony comes in
the backdrop of a significant move by the Singaporean
government to protect the country's racial fabric. The
Maintenance of Racial Harmony Bill, passed
unanimously in February 2025, consolidates existing
laws and introduces new safeguards against foreign
interference. The Bill empowers authorities to issue
restraining orders against individuals or entities that
threaten racial harmony, such as those making
prejudiced content or engaging in divisive activities.

The law also aims to prevent foreign influence in race-
based organizations, such as clan and business
associations, by requiring transparency in foreign
donations and affiliations. The introduction of these
measures was in response to concerns about foreign
actors potentially manipulating local groups for
political purposes. Notably, the legislation includes
provisions that allow entities involved in less severe
racial offenses a chance for community remedial
actions instead of prosecution. [AIR No. 6,
February/2025, 2]

Singapore: Mediation ends boardroom
feud at CDL as Kwek family reaches truce

(Im) A boardroom dispute between City Developments
Limited (CDL) chairman Kwek Leng Beng and his son,
CEO Sherman Kwek, was halted after mediation by
senior establishment figures in Singapore, sources
said. The public feud, which lasted over two weeks,
had sent CDL's share price to a 16-year low before an
agreement was reached on March 12.

The conflict stemmed from allegations that an
independent adviser, Dr. Catherine Wu, wielded undue
influence over CDL's hotel arm, Millennium &
Copthorne Hotels (M&C). Sherman Kwek accused her
of interfering beyond her scope, while Kwek Leng Beng
defended her role. The dispute escalated when the
senior Kwek filed a lawsuit in February, seeking to
block board resolutions and remove his son as CEO,
proposing his nephew as interim CEO. Sherman denied
attempting to oust his father.

On March 4, Dr. Wu resigned as an adviser, which
paved the way for mediation. Kwek Leng Beng later
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withdrew the lawsuit, and both he and Sherman
agreed to continue in their respective roles. The truce
was positively received by investors, with CDL's share
price rising 3 percent to SGD 5.09 (USD 3.76) on March
13.

Despite the reconciliation, questions over CDL's
corporate governance remain. Analysts pointed to past
financial missteps, including the China Sincere
Property investment, which resulted in a USD 1.9
billion loss in 2020. Some questioned why Sherman
Kwek was publicly criticized for an investment
approved by the board. Investors are seeking greater
transparency, accountability, and safeguards to
prevent future governance disputes at one of
Singapore’s largest property firms. [The Straits Times]

Singapore: USD 390 million fraud case
linked to movement of Nvidia chips under
investigation

(rt) Authorities have uncovered that approximately
USD 390 million is involved in an alleged fraud case
linked to the movement of Nvidia chips, with three
men—two Singaporeans and one Chinese national—
facing charges. The accused allegedly engaged in
fraudulent dealings with suppliers Dell and Super
Micro, misrepresenting that the items would not be
transferred to unauthorized entities. The Singaporeans
are implicated in a USD 250 million conspiracy, while
the Chinese national faces charges related to USD 140
million in fraudulent transactions and unauthorized
bank transfers.

The three were among nine individuals arrested in
February after reports surfaced about intermediaries
in Singapore facilitating the illegal movement of Nvidia
chips to China, bypassing U.S. export controls. The
prosecution has sought bail amounts of SGD 600,000,
SGD 800,000, and SGD 1 million for the accused, citing
the high financial stakes and ongoing investigations.
The court has allowed bail at the requested amounts
but left room for the defense to seek a review.

The next hearing is scheduled for May 2. [Reuters]
[Channel NewsAsia] [The Straits Times]

Singapore: Building and Construction
Authority to get new chairman
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Professor Tan Thiam Soon from the Singapore Institute
of Technology (SIT) will be appointed chairman of the
Building and Construction Authority (BCA) on April 1,
succeeding Lim Sim Seng, the Ministry of National
Development (MND) and BCA announced on March 17.

Prof. Tan has been a board member of BCA since 2019
and was appointed deputy chairman in 2021. He
previously served as SIT's president from 2013 to 2021
and is currently its inaugural institute professor. He
also sits on the board of the Land Transport Authority.
Recognized for his contributions, he was awarded the
Meritorious Service Medal in 2023 and named
Outstanding Geotechnical Engineer by the Singapore
Geotechnical Society in 2022. [Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: President Tharman urges
resilience amid economic uncertainties

(rt) President Tharman Shanmugaratnam on March 15
highlighted the growing economic challenges amid
global instability, calling on Singapore to build
economic and social resilience. Speaking at the
installation ceremony of the Singapore Chinese
Chamber of Commerce and Industry's (SCCCI) 62nd
council, he stressed the need for Singapore to prepare
for prolonged instability and uncertainty.

President Tharman outlined a three-pronged approach
to strengthening the nation’s capabilities. First, he
emphasized the importance of expanding international
partnerships with regions such as ASEAN, China, the
US, India, and Europe. He also pointed to potential
growth in ASEAN's digital economy, energy resilience,
and trade linkages, particularly with Batam, Bintan,
and Karimun.

Second, Tharman underscored the need to develop
capabilities within individual enterprises to stay
relevant amid global uncertainties and supply chain
disruptions. He acknowledged SCCCI's role in helping
businesses navigate government support schemes and
facilitating digitalization and international expansion.

Lastly, he spoke about enhancing Singapore’s societal
resilience, emphasizing unity in maintaining a
multicultural society where everyone has dignity and
respect. He praised SCCCI for its contributions in
fostering international business growth, particularly in
China, and supporting the nation’s social fabric.

SCCCl president Kho Choon Keng echoed the
President's call, highlighting the chamber’s
commitment to expanding Singapore’s global business
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influence through a new international advisory panel.
[The Straits Times]

Singapore: Private home sales hit 13-year
February high

(Im) In February 2025, Singapore’s new private home
sales surged to a 13-year high, driven by strong
demand and the launch of two suburban condo
projects. Excluding executive condominiums,
developers sold 1,575 new private homes, marking the
highest February sales since 2012.

This February's sales were over 10 times higher than in
the same month in 2024, and up 45.4 percent from
January 2025. The two condo launches in February—
Parktown Residence in Tampines and Elta in Clementi
—were key drivers. Both projects, in areas with no new
supply in five years, generated substantial buyer
interest.

Looking ahead, while the primary market started the
year strong, experts caution that uncertainties,
including global economic tensions, could pose risks.
However, sales for March are expected to remain
robust, with new launches sustaining buyer interest.
Market analysts predict more private homes will be
sold in 2025, driven by easing interest rates and a
favorable launch pipeline. However, buyers may
remain selective, with attractive pricing being key to
healthy performance.

In 2024, private home prices rose by 3.9 percent, and
this upward trend is expected to continue into 2025,
supported by strong household finances and lower
interest rates. [Channel NewsAsia] [The Straits Times]

Singapore: US tech firms Salesforce and
Oracle to boost Al investments

(rt) US cloud software giants Salesforce and Oracle are
making significant strides in Singapore’s Al landscape
with major investments in the sector. Salesforce has
announced plans to invest USD 1 billion over the next
five years to enhance Al-driven workforce solutions.
This includes expanding Agentforce, an Al platform
aimed at automating tasks in sales, customer service,
and marketing. The move aligns with Singapore's
ongoing push for Al adoption to address workforce
challenges. [Channel NewsAsia]
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In a similar development, Oracle has launched a new
Al Centre of Excellence in Singapore. The center, led by
a dedicated team and supported by ecosystem
partners including ST Engineering, Singtel's NCS, and
NTUC LearningHub, aims to foster collaboration,
innovation, and training in Al and cloud technologies. It
will offer upskilling programs for students and
professionals and serve as a testing ground for early Al
innovations, further enhancing Singapore’s Al
capabilities. [Business Times]

Singapore: DBS raises USD 2 billion
through multi-tranche bond issuance

(Im) DBS Group, Southeast Asia’s largest bank, has
raised USD 2 billion through a multi-tranche U.S. dollar
bond issuance to support general business activities
and treasury financing. The issuance includes two
floating-rate notes—USD 1 billion (three-year) and USD
500 million (five-year)—along with a USD 500 million
three-year fixed-rate note offering a 4.403 percent
coupon rate.

Investor demand was strong, with orders for both
floating-rate tranches reaching USD 3 billion each and
the fixed-rate note attracting USD 1.4 billion in interest.
Asian investors accounted for nearly half of the offers,
with 63 percent of the five-year tranche demand
coming from asset managers and banks.

DBS issued the bonds under its USD 30 billion global
medium-term note program, with proceeds allocated
for business expansion, treasury operations, and
intercompany financing within DBS Bank Group.
[Reuters]

Singapore: Key exports rise 7.6 percent in
February after January decline

(rt) Newly released data from Enterprise Singapore
(EnterpriseSG) showed that Singapore’s non-oil
domestic exports (NODX) grew by 7.6 percent in
February, rebounding from January's decline.

Electronics exports increased by 6.9 percent, following
a 9.5 percent rise in January. Key contributors included
disk media products (40.6 percent), integrated circuits
(6.9 percent), and PCs (28.5 percent). Meanwhile, non-
electronic exports expanded by 7.8 percent, reversing
January's 4.8 percent drop. Notable gains were seen in
non-monetary gold (106.9 percent), measuring
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instruments (23.1 percent), and other specialty
chemicals (37.5 percent).

NODX grew in most of Singapore’s major markets,
including the US, Taiwan, and the EU, but declined in
Indonesia, Hong Kong, and China.

EnterpriseSG projected NODX growth of 1 to 2 percent
in 2025 but cautioned that trade frictions among major
economies pose significant downside risks. [Business
Times] [The Straits Times] [Reuters]

Singapore: Rehabilitation, reintegration
key to tackling extremism, says Senior
Minister Teo

(vsq) Senior Minister and Coordinating Minister for
National Security Teo Chee Hean emphasized that
Singapore's approach to combatting extremist
ideologies is a "whole-of-society" strategy, focusing on
rehabilitation and reintegration. Speaking at the
annual iftar at Khadijah Mosque on March 17, Teo
highlighted the importance of early intervention and
mosque engagement to identify at-risk individuals.

He referenced recent cases of radicalized individuals,
including a housewife who posted extremist content
and a Malaysian man seeking to join ISIS. Teo
attributed the rise in such cases to global instability
and conflicts. He also praised the Religious
Rehabilitation Group's efforts in counseling and
guiding vulnerable youth, stressing that early detection
and prevention are key.

Teo also launched a biography of the late Ustaz Al
Mohamed, a key figure in Singapore’s Islamic
community and co-founder of the Religious
Rehabilitation Group. He acknowledged Ustaz Ali's
significant contributions to strengthening the cohesion
and resilience of the Muslim community in Singapore.
[The Straits Times]

Singapore: Four Dutch crewmen plead
guilty in major oil spill incident

(rt) Four Dutch crew members aboard the
Netherlands-flagged Vox Maxima have pleaded guilty
to failing to discharge their duties properly, following a
collision with the Singapore-flagged Marine Honour in
June 2024. The incident caused significant damage to
the bunker vessel at a terminal, leading to the worst oil
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spill in Singapore in 10 years. The spill spread to five
coastlines, including one in Johor, Malaysia.

The Marine Honour remains under repair, with
damage costs estimated at SGD 6.6 million (USD 4.95
million). The four crew members - Richard Ouwehand
(49), Martin Hans Sinke (48), Eric Pejpers (56), and
Merijn Heidema (26) - each pleaded guilty to one
charge under the Merchant Shipping Act 1995. The
offense carries penalties of up to SGD 50,000 (USD
37,500), two years of imprisonment, or both.

Sentencing is scheduled for April 2. [The Straits Times]
[Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: Authorities warn of USD 1.2
million lost to impersonation scams

(Im) Singaporean authorities have warned the public
about a wave of scams impersonating officials from
the Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS), NTUC
Union, Income Insurance, and UnionPay, with at least
SGD 1.7 million (USD 1.2 million) lost so far in 2025.
The Singapore Police Force (SPF) has reported six cases
since January.

Scammers contacted victims through local mobile
numbers and falsely claimed they had outstanding
insurance premiums linked to new or expiring policies.
Victims were directed to transfer funds to verify their
accounts, often guided via WhatsApp's screen-sharing
function, with false assurances of refunds upon
cancellation.

In other instances, scammers posing as MAS officers
accused victims of money laundering or data breaches,
coercing them into transferring money for
"investigation purposes." Victims only realized they
were defrauded when the scammers became
uncontactable. [Channel NewsAsia]

Thailand: Constitutional Court rejects
government plea on 'honesty’
requirement

(msz) Thailand's Constitutional Court has rejected a
government petition seeking to clarify the definition of
“alack of clear honesty” in Section 160 of the
constitution, a qualification for cabinet ministers. The
ruling, issued on March 12, stated that the petition did
not meet the criteria for judicial review, as it merely
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sought an interpretation of constitutional provisions
rather than resolving a dispute over duties and
powers.

The petition was submitted by Prime Minister’s Office
Minister Chousak Sirinil and backed by the cabinet,
amid concerns that the vague wording could lead to
arbitrary disqualifications of ministers. The court's
refusal to clarify the term has raised concerns over the
stability of the cabinet, as critics argue the provision
could be used politically to challenge ministerial
appointments.

The ruling follows the August 2024 removal of former
Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin over an ethical
violation related to his appointment of Pichit
Chuenban, a former convict, as a cabinet minister. The
decision at the time reinforced the prime minister’s
responsibility to exercise sound judgment in selecting
ministers for royal approval.

Section 160 of the constitution requires that cabinet
members demonstrate “clear honesty” and not have
committed ethical violations, while Section 9 of the
Holders of Political Positions Act further mandates that
political officeholders must meet moral standards.

Chousak warned that without clearer legal definitions,
even minor infractions could be grounds for
disqualification, making cabinet appointments
increasingly difficult. Prime Minister Paetongtarn
Shinawatra denied any connection between the
petition and a potential cabinet reshuffle, insisting that
the government sought clarification only to prevent
future ethical disputes. However, the ruling has fueled
speculation that Paetongtarn herself could be
vulnerable to removal under Section 160, following the
precedent set by her predecessor.

The court reaffirmed its authority to rule on matters
related to government institutions, including
parliament, the cabinet, and independent agencies,
under Section 210 of the constitution. However, it
emphasized that it would only intervene in cases
where a concrete dispute has arisen, rather than
offering general legal interpretations. [Bangkok Post 1]
[Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Opposition revises no-
confidence motion to exclude Thaksin's
name

(Im/msz) Ahead of the no-confidence debate scheduled
for March 24, the opposition People's Party (PP) has
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agreed to revise its motion to exclude former Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra's name. This revision
follows discussions between government and
opposition whips on March 13, where it was decided
that any references to Thaksin, father of Prime
Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra and de facto leader
of the ruling Pheu Thai Party, would be replaced with
indirect terms like "family member" to adhere to
parliamentary rules.

Originally submitted on February 27, the censure
motion accuses Paetongtarn of weak leadership and
allowing her father to influence government decisions.
Despite Thaksin's name being omitted from the
motion, opposition leaders have confirmed they will
continue to make indirect references to him during the
debate. House Speaker Wan Muhamad Noor Matha
had previously warned that mentioning Thaksin, even
indirectly, could violate parliamentary rules and lead to
defamation lawsuits, but the opposition has decided to
proceed with this approach. [Bangkok Post 1]

While the opposition has made this concession, it
remains committed to using the debate to expose
what it claims are secret deals between the
government and the elite, including those involving
Thaksin. The focus of the debate will also be on the
government's policies, particularly its handling of
economic growth, military reforms, and constitutional
amendments.

Meanwhile, the government coalition is preparing for
the debate. A dinner meeting of coalition party leaders,
scheduled for March 21, will finalize strategies.
Tourism and Sports Minister Sorawong Thienthong,
also Pheu Thai's secretary-general, confirmed that the
coalition intends to conclude the debate by March 26,
although disagreements over its duration remain
unresolved. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Government delays casino bill
as opposition grows

(hrs) The Thai government has postponed deliberation
on the Entertainment Complex Bill, which seeks to
establish casino-entertainment complexes in Bangkok,
Chon Buri, Chiang Mai, and Phuket. The decision
follows public backlash and ongoing public hearings
conducted by the Ministry of Finance.

The proposed THB 500 billion (USD 14.5 billion) project
aims to attract 50 million visitors annually and
generate at least 40,000 jobs, according to the special
committee overseeing the initiative. Each complex is
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expected to include a five-star hotel, world-class
shopping mall, amusement park, sports arena,
convention hall, and exhibition center, with less than
10 percent of the space allocated for casinos. The
government argues that the project will boost
economic growth and tourism while drawing
significant foreign investment.

Despite these projections, the bill has drawn criticism
for lacking regulatory clarity and raising concerns over
money laundering, junket services, and unchecked
gambling. The Stop Gambling Foundation has pointed
to ambiguities regarding casino size, taxation, and
licensing fees. A requirement that Thai citizens
demonstrate at least THB 50 million (USD 1.45 million)
in savings before entering casinos has also been
questioned, with alternative proposals under review.
The Council of State, after vetting the bill, has returned
it to the Cabinet Secretariat Office for further
assessment.

Public opposition has intensified, with protest groups
vowing to continue demonstrations until the bill is
dropped. Former red-shirt leader Jatuporn Prompan
has criticized the government for pushing forward a
policy that was not part of the ruling Pheu Thai Party's
campaign promises, warning that it could trigger
widespread opposition. He noted that past
governments have collapsed due to unpopular policies
and suggested that coalition parties may reconsider
their alliances if public discontent grows.

Activists and researchers have called for a public
referendum on the casino project, arguing that it will
have long-term social and economic repercussions.
Civic groups, while differing on specific issues, have
largely united in their opposition. Critics warn that
casinos could exacerbate social issues, such as
gambling addiction and crime, and question whether
strict regulations will remain in place over time.

The controversy coincides with the entry of Macau-
based Melco Resorts & Entertainment into Thailand.
The company has expressed interest in investing in
integrated resorts if gambling is legalized, further
fueling concerns over potential industry influence on
policymaking.

Alongside the casino bill, the government is
considering a separate amendment to the Gambling
Act that would legalize certain forms of online
gambling. This proposal is undergoing consultation
with relevant agencies before reaching the cabinet.
[Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2] [Bangkok Post 3]
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Thailand: Anti-graft body reviews
senators' complaint against justice
minister

(Im) Thailand's National Anti-Corruption Commission
(NACC) is conducting a preliminary review of
allegations against Justice Minister Pol Col Tawee
Sodsong and Department of Special Investigation (DSI)
Director-General Pol Maj Yutthana Praedam, following
a complaint from 81 senators who accuse them of
abusing their authority.

The complaint centers on the DSI's decision to
investigate alleged money laundering related to last
year's Senate election, which the senators argue falls
under the jurisdiction of the Election Commission (EC)
rather than the DSI. Senator Chatwat Saengpetch, who
led the complaint, claims that the DSI improperly
summoned approximately 140 senators for
questioning.

NACC Secretary-General Sarote Phuengramphan
confirmed that the commission has not yet decided
whether to launch a full investigation. The review will
determine whether the justice minister and the DSI
director-general acted beyond their legal authority in
handling the case. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Judicial Commission suspends
senior judge for misconduct

(msz) The Judicial Commission has suspended a former
chief court judge for misconduct related to a high-
profile business dispute involving a prominent family
in Bangkok. The decision was made during a
commission meeting at the Supreme Court, where the
judge was found to have favored one party in the case,
leading to the division of the dispute into multiple sub-
cases.

The disciplinary probe was initiated after one party in
the lawsuit accused the judge of bias, prompting his
transfer to another court during the investigation.
Meanwhile, the judge’s deputy, who faced similar
allegations, was not suspended due to insufficient
evidence. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Police colonel caught cheating
in exam for administrative court judges
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(Im) A high-ranking police officer was caught cheating
in an exam to select new judges for the Administrative
Court, held on March 16. The officer, identified as a
police colonel serving as deputy chief of the
Administrative Division at Provincial Police Region 8 in
Phuket, was found using printed pages containing legal
information during the test.

The officer admitted in writing to misconduct. The
Royal Thai Police have launched an investigation, and
he could face suspension or dismissal if found guilty,
as cheating on exams is considered a serious
disciplinary offense. Authorities are also reviewing
whether he followed proper procedures for his
temporary transfer to the Internal Security Operations
Command (ISOC) Region 4 in Nakhon Si Thammarat.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Government faces scrutiny over
SKYY9 purchase, denies pressure to probe

(Im) The Thai government is facing mounting scrutiny
over the Social Security Office (SSO)'s controversial
purchase of the SKYY9 Centre, with opposition
lawmakers questioning its transparency while the
Social Security Fund (SSF) prepares a major investment
expansion.

The controversy stems from claims by People’s Party
MP Rukchanok Srinork that the SSO spent THB 7 billion
(USD 203 million) on the SKYY9 Centre, despite an
appraisal value of only THB 3 billion (USD 87 million).
The Labour Ministry, under Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn,
has requested an inquiry panel to review the
transaction, following accusations that the building
was overvalued.

Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul, who also serves
as deputy prime minister, denied any political pressure
behind the probe, insisting that the investigation
follows regulations. He emphasized that inquiries into
senior officials must be led by individuals of equal rank
to ensure a fair and smooth process.

In defense of the purchase, SSO Secretary-General
Marasri Jairangsee stated that the investment was
made through a Private Equity Trust, a Securities and
Exchange Commission (SEC)-regulated investment
vehicle. She further explained that two independent
SEC-certified appraisers valued the building above THB
7 billion (USD 203 million) using different valuation
methods.
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Despite these justifications, the controversy has
intensified concerns over transparency in public fund
management, particularly as the SSF prepares to
expand its off-market investments from THB 10 billion
(USD 290 million) to THB 130 billion (USD 3.77 billion).

MP Rukchanok, while acknowledging the potential
benefits of off-market investments, warned that
without proper risk management standards,
questionable deals like the SKYY9 transaction could
happen again. She also questioned why the SSO, which
lacks property management expertise, opted for a
single large purchase instead of investing in a property
fund. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Committee acknowledges land
transfer loophole affecting land allocated
for the poor

(Im) The National Land Policy Committee (NLPC) has
acknowledged a significant loophole in its regulations,
which has allowed for illegal land transfers in provinces
such as Chachoengsao and Chanthaburi. Land that
was meant to be allocated for the poor has been sold
to investors, with 143 rai (22.88 hectares) in
Chachoengsao and 46 rai (7.36 hectares) in
Chanthaburi being illegally transferred. The NLPC
confirmed that legal actions will be taken against those
involved, including revoking their access to state-
owned land permanently.

The illegal transfers are attributed to a lack of
coordination between the NLPC and the Department
of Royal Forests, making it difficult to track land status.
While the NLPC has implemented a monitoring system
for 2.92 million rai (467,200 hectares), 4.4 million rai
(704,000 hectares) of land managed by the
Department of Royal Forests remains outside this
system, leaving it vulnerable to unauthorized sales.

Despite these challenges, the Thai government has
prioritized land allocations for low-income individuals,
with over 88,169 recipients benefiting from land
provided by the Department of Royal Forests and
85,335 others receiving land through NLPC's sub-
committees. However, gaps in data-sharing and
enforcement continue to threaten these initiatives.
[Bangkok Post 1]

In response to these issues, the government has also
launched the One Map system in Nakhon Ratchasima
to address overlapping land disputes in Wang Nam

Khieo and Pak Chong districts. The One Map initiative
is designed to standardize land boundary data across
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various government agencies, which previously used
different maps leading to confusion and disputes. The
system aims to provide a unified map, eliminating
inconsistencies, resolving land conflicts, and
supporting sustainable land use planning.

The One Map project is part of a national initiative to
streamline land management, enhance transparency,
and reduce legal disputes, which will boost investor
confidence and economic growth. Officials from
Nakhon Ratchasima, Buri Ram, Surin, and Chaiyaphum
recently discussed the project's potential benefits,
focusing on its importance for residents in these areas.
The project is expected to be completed in Nakhon
Ratchasima by June, with more complex cases
extending until 2026. A nationwide expansion proposal
will be submitted to the Cabinet in August for approval.
[Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Petition to remove foreign pilots
for domestic flights

(hrs) The Thai Pilots Association petitioned the
Administrative Court on March 14 to seek temporary
protection to revoke the Ministry of Labour’s order
allowing foreign pilots for domestic flights. The
Administrative Court has accepted the petition and
revoked the Labour Ministry's approval of foreign
pilots under a wet lease agreement.

The petition was filed in response to the Cabinet's
decision on December 7, 2024, allowing airlines to
lease aircraft with foreign pilots for up to one year,
with the possibility of extending the lease for two
additional six-month periods. Thai Vietjet is the only
airline currently utilizing this arrangement to have
foreign pilots operate domestic flights.

The Thai Pilots Association cited concerns such as
reduced job opportunities for Thai pilots, contradiction
with Thai labor laws that state that domestic aviation
jobs are reserved for Thai nationals (except for
international flights), and the potential impact of
reduced investments in training Thai pilots. The
association’s legal team is preparing additional
documents to illustrate the impact of the wet lease
arrangement on Thailand's aviation industry to submit
to the court.

Captain Teerawat Angkasakulkiat, president of the Thai
Pilots Association, pointed out that while exceptions to
the policy are permitted for national security,
economic stability, and disaster prevention, promoting
tourism does not qualify. He emphasized that there
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are over 1,700 unemployed qualified Thai pilots,
underscoring that there is no shortage of qualified
local talent. [The Nation 1] [The Nation 2]

Thailand: Chiang Rai flood relief funds
stalled as People's Party calls for faster
action

(Im) The opposition People's Party has called on the
Thai government to expedite the approval of THB 134
million (USD 3.9 million) in flood relief funds for Chiang
Rai's Mae Sai district, which suffered severe flooding
last year.

During a visit to the northern border district, People’s
Party leader Natthapong Ruangpanyawut and local MP
Chulaluck Khansutham raised concerns that relief
payments and cleanup funds were still awaiting
cabinet approval. Mae Sai district chief Warayut
Khomboon requested that the opposition leader urge
the government to prioritize the disbursement.

Additionally, long-term flood prevention efforts, such
as the construction of flood barriers, are facing delays
due to land encroachment along the Sai River. The
relocation process could impact about 1,000
households, requiring government negotiations with
affected residents.

As part of broader flood prevention measures,
Myanmar and Thailand will share responsibility for
river dredging, with Myanmar dredging the Sai River
and Thailand handling the Ruak River. However, THB
70 million (USD 2 million) in funding for the operation
is still under review by the Budget Bureau.

Natthapong also urged the government to boost
tourism in Chiang Rai ahead of the Songkran festival,
noting that private sector initiatives indicate a lack of
state support for the province's economic recovery.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Education Ministry takes action
to curb youth e-cigarette addiction

(bk) The Education Ministry in Thailand has introduced
a set of measures to address the growing issue of e-
cigarette access in schools, following an 18.6 percent
increase in youth addiction.
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The Public Health Ministry reported that over 100
children suffered severe lung inflammation due to e-
cigarette addiction in 2024. A survey conducted by
several health and educational agencies revealed
widespread misconceptions about e-cigarettes, with
many believing that e-cigarette liquid does not contain
nicotine and is therefore less harmful than traditional
tobacco, or that e-cigarettes are legal in Thailand.

Given the alarming statistics and the easy access to e-
cigarettes among children, the Education Ministry has
announced measures to prohibit e-cigarette use in
educational institutions and government buildings
under its supervision. These measures include raising
awareness about the health risks and legal
consequences of e-cigarette use, educating students,
teachers, and staff. Educational institutions will be
required to clearly display signs designating their
premises as smoke-free areas. Strict monitoring will be
enforced to prevent any e-cigarette-related activities,
such as smoking, selling, possessing, or promoting e-
cigarettes among students and staff. Disciplinary
action will be taken against teachers and personnel
involved with e-cigarettes. The ministry also
emphasized that possessing e-cigarettes violates the
Customs Act and the Commerce Ministry's ban the
import of baraku and electronic baraku. [The Nation]

Thailand: House urged to take urgent
action against human trafficking along
Cambodia border

Ten Thai victims of a Chinese scam syndicate in
Cambodia have petitioned the House of
Representatives to intensify efforts against cross-
border human trafficking networks. The victims, who
were rescued from forced labor in Poipet, were
deceived by fraudulent job offers and later subjected
to physical abuse, drug use, and sexual violence.

The petition, submitted by the Immanuel Foundation
to Fair Party MP Kannavee Suebsang, calls for stronger
government action to dismantle criminal syndicates
and ensure justice for victims. Despite crackdowns, no
ringleaders have been prosecuted, while some victims
have had their bank accounts frozen and face legal
charges. The foundation estimates that up to 3,000
Thai citizens, some as young as 14, have been
trafficked into similar operations in Cambodia.

Kannavee acknowledged Cambodia’s recent efforts to
curb these syndicates, particularly after Thailand cut
power, fuel, and internet access to Myanmar border
towns. However, he emphasized the need for Thailand
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to enhance cooperation with Cambodia, improve
victim screening, and adopt a more strategic approach
to tackling transnational crime. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Group rejects 'slum’ label for
Myanmar community

(Im) The director of a Catholic-run school in Phuket has
rejected claims made by a foreign YouTuber who
labeled a Myanmar migrant community in the province
as living in a "slum." The controversial video from the
YouTube channel Ride with Gabi showed a large
Myanmar community, including workers in the fishing
sector, living in what was described as an
impoverished area. The migrants pay around THB
3,600 (USD 106) per month for rent, including utilities,
and their children attend a local school offering free
education, meals, and air-conditioned classrooms.

The school, which serves children from Myanmar, the
Mon, and Karen ethnic groups, focuses on teaching the
Thai language to help migrant children integrate into
Thai schools, alongside Burmese and English language
courses. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: PTT Plc to expand hydrogen
investments for cleaner energy transition

(ed) PTT Plc, Thailand's national oil and gas company, is
set to expand its investments in large-scale hydrogen
energy projects to meet the growing demand for
cleaner fuels, particularly in the power generation
sector. The company aims to collaborate with business
partners on overseas investments while also exploring
new opportunities to develop the hydrogen industry
within Thailand.

PTT's President, Kongkrapan Intarajang, emphasized
that hydrogen has the potential to replace natural gas
in power plants, as it produces less carbon dioxide,
thus supporting Thailand’s goal for carbon neutrality.
The company is looking to invest in the Middle East
and India to further drive the development of
hydrogen energy. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Ratch Group invests USD 435
million in power capacity expansion
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(Im) SET-listed Ratch Group, the power generation arm
of the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand, has
allocated THB 15 billion (USD 435 million) for power
capacity expansion in 2025, prioritizing electricity
generation and infrastructure development while
scaling back investments in non-power businesses.

Ratch has set aside THB 10 billion (USD 290 million) for
new power plants and renewable energy asset
acquisitions, though the company has not disclosed
specific details about these acquisitions. Its upcoming
projects include the 355-megawatt (MW) Xekong
hydropower plant in Laos, where it holds a 60 percent
stake, and the 75MW Si Bun Dong hydropower plant in
Indonesia, in which it has a 40 percent stake. Ratch is
currently negotiating with Indonesian authorities
regarding power purchases from the latter project.

An additional THB 5 billion (USD 145 million) will be
allocated for previously initiated projects, including five
solar farms in Thailand and four wind farms—two in
Vietnam and two in the Philippines.

Ratch expects 522MW of additional capacity to come
online this year from two gas-fired power plants in
Thailand—Hin Kong and Navanakorn, the NPSI solar
farm in the Philippines, and the Song Giang
hydropower plant in Vietnam.

The company is increasing its investment in power
generation to offset the expected retirement of
existing plants between 2025 and 2027. While Ratch
has invested in non-power businesses—including
motorway projects, electric rail lines, and hospitals—it
is refraining from additional share purchases in those
sectors due to business uncertainties. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Government to reduce visa-free
stay to 30 days amid concerns over illegal
businesses

(Im) Thailand plans to reduce the visa-free stay for
tourists from 60 days to 30 days for visitors from 93
countries under its visa exemption program. The
decision, agreed upon in principle by relevant
authorities, comes in response to concerns about
foreigners using the extended visa period for illegal
business activities.

Tourism and Sports Minister Sorawong Thienthong
confirmed that the reduction is aimed at curbing
misuse of the visa exemption scheme, particularly
unauthorized work and business operations. The
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government will finalize the policy details before
making an official announcement.

Since July 2024, Thailand has allowed passport holders
from 93 countries to stay for up to 60 days, an
expansion from the previous 57 countries. However,
most long-haul tourists typically stay for 14 to 21 days,
while short-haul visitors average about seven days.

Tourism operators have raised concerns over illegal
rentals and foreign businesses circumventing legal
restrictions using Thai nominees. Authorities have
responded by cracking down on these activities,
revoking the licenses of 40 companies in 2024,
including 15 tour operators in Phuket. A joint
operational center with six government agencies is
investigating illicit tourism-related activities in key
destinations such as Phuket, Chiang Mai, Pattaya, Hua
Hin, Koh Samui, and Bangkok.

Tourism remains a key driver of Thailand's economy,
with the government targeting a record 40 million
foreign tourist arrivals in 2025. The country welcomed
7.66 million tourists between January and March 9,
marking a 4.4 percent year-on-year increase. [Bangkok
Post] [The Straits Times]

Thailand: Employment outlook weak as
SMEs struggle amid rising costs

(Im) Thailand’s employment prospects remain bleak as
economic challenges and business closures continue
to impact the workforce, according to the Federation
of Thai SMEs. The number of insured workers under
Section 33 of the Social Security Act, which covers
more than 10 million people, has declined, reflecting a
shrinking labor market. Business closures and financial
distress among small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) signal further economic strain, with many
companies filing blank financial statements or
reporting negative financial results.

SMEs have struggled for years, with rising production
costs exacerbating their challenges. The economic
downturn was accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic
and further impacted by the Russia-Ukraine war.
Additionally, Chinese investors have opted to employ
Chinese labor rather than hiring locally.

A key issue affecting employment is the mismatch
between workforce skills and emerging industries. The
Board of Investment's data indicates growing foreign
direct investment in sectors such as data centers,
semiconductor assembly, smart electronics, high-
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precision machinery, and renewable energy. These
industries are expected to create approximately
170,000 jobs, but a lack of skilled Thai workers remains
a concern. The National Economic and Social
Development Council (NESDC) reported that Thailand's
workforce remains heavily reliant on foreign skilled
labor.

Despite the government’s push for wage increases,
experts warn that a rise in the minimum wage to THB
400 (USD 11.60) per day could lead to job losses,
particularly in manufacturing. Without improvements
in worker productivity, automation and artificial
intelligence may replace jobs. The NESDC highlighted
the need for upskilling programs similar to those in
China and Indonesia to improve Thailand's
competitiveness.

Employment figures from 2024 indicate a slight rise in
unemployment, reaching 1 percent of the total
workforce, or 402,200 individuals, compared to
395,200 in 2023. The total workforce shrank to 40.35
million, down 0.2 percent from the previous year, with
the number of employed individuals dropping to 39.8
million. While employment in agriculture contracted by
3.6 percent, non-agricultural sectors, particularly
hotels and restaurants, grew by 9.4 percent due to
improving exports.

Thailand also faces risks from U.S. President Donald
Trump's protectionist trade policies, which could
impact exports and employment. The country remains
at Tier 2 in the U.S. Trafficking in Persons Report, and
concerns about human trafficking may lead to further
trade restrictions. The government is preparing to
negotiate with the U.S. to mitigate any economic
fallout. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Government urges migrant
work permits before deadline and waives
reentry fees for Songkran

(Im/msz) The Thai government has urged employers to
secure work permits for registered migrant workers
lacking proper documents by March 30, warning that
failure to comply will result in deportation and a two-
year employment ban.

Employers who have already submitted worker lists to
the Department of Labour must complete the
application process by the deadline, including
providing health certificates, health insurance proof,
social security documents, and a fee of THB 1,000 (USD
29) per worker. Workers who miss the deadline will
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lose their legal status, and fines ranging from THB
5,000 to THB 50,000 (USD 145 to USD 1,450) will be
imposed.

Employers continuing to hire undocumented workers
will face fines from THB 10,000 to THB 100,000 (USD
290 to USD 2,900) per worker and a three-year hiring
ban. After completing the application process,
biometric data will be collected, and workers will be
granted legal status until March 31, 2026. [Bangkok
Post]

In related news, the Thai government has announced
the exemption of reentry fees for migrant workers
from Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar between April 1
and May 15. The move, timed with Thailand’s Songkran
festival, aims to ease travel for migrant workers,
reduce their expenses, and boost morale. The waiver
applies to workers with a non-L-A (legalized labour)
visa, valid beyond May 15. Migrant workers' children
under 18 are also eligible for the fee waiver. The
initiative is intended to make travel easier during the
New Year festivities celebrated in Thailand and its
neighboring countries. [The Nation]

Thailand: Government plans overhaul of
healthcare funding, pension systems amid
aging crisis

(hrs/bk/msz) The Thai government is preparing
significant reforms to its healthcare and pension
systems in response to the country’s aging population
and the financial sustainability challenges faced by
both the healthcare sector and the Social Security Fund
(SSF).

The government is looking to revamp its healthcare
funding systems, focusing on the four main healthcare
service models: the universal healthcare scheme (gold
card), the Social Security Fund (SSF), medical benefits
for civil servants, and the Department of Local
Administration's (DLA) health services. Deputy Prime
Minister and Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira
explained that the aim is to improve the efficiency of
healthcare delivery while addressing inequalities.

The government is also focusing on reducing the rising
medical costs, which have increased at a rate
surpassing the country's GDP growth. Thailand
allocates THB 360 billion (USD 10.6 billion) annually for
healthcare, with varying per capita expenditures across
different service models. The government plans to
optimize budget efficiency while ensuring equitable
healthcare access. [Bangkok Post 1]
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In parallel, the government is considering raising the
retirement age from 55 to 65 and implementing new
pension schemes to address concerns over Thailand's
transition into a super-aged society and the long-term
sustainability of the SSF. The Labour Ministry is
assessing measures to secure the SSF, valued at THB
2.65 trillion (USD 78.7 billion), which provides financial
security to 24 million members. Experts warn that
without reforms, the SSF could run out of funds within
30 years due to the country’s shrinking workforce and
growing elderly population.

Labour Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn has
instructed officials to explore policies that would
bolster SSF contributions. Proposed measures include
gradually raising the wage ceiling for SSF contributions
from THB 15,000 (USD 445) to THB 17,500 (USD 520) by
2027, THB 20,000 (USD 594) in 2030, and THB 23,000
(USD 683) in 2031. The government's own contribution
to the SSF is also expected to rise from 2.75 percent to
5 percent, while SSF investment returns will be
adjusted to 5 percent annually. [Bangkok Post 2]

To promote long-term financial planning, the Ministry
of Finance has proposed a “Retirement Lottery,”
allowing citizens to buy digital lottery tickets, with
proceeds going into individual savings accounts. The
government expects this scheme to generate THB 13
billion (USD 386 million) annually, further supporting
the country's pension system. [The Nation]

Thailand: Government pushes lending,
housing access as property market
struggles

(Im/msz) Thailand's government is ramping up efforts
to address economic and housing challenges by urging
banks to expand lending, facilitating land leases for
low-income families, and considering measures to
revive the struggling real estate sector.

Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira has called on
financial institutions to accelerate loan approvals,
emphasizing that household debt, currently near 90
percent of GDP, has likely peaked, while non-
performing loans have stabilized. He highlighted rising
demand for used pickup trucks as a sign of economic
recovery and encouraged banks to lower financial
costs for businesses in need of credit. The government
is also reviewing proposals to ease loan-to-value
conditions and extend reductions in property transfer
and mortgage fees to 0.01 percent to stimulate home
purchases.
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To support credit access, the Government Savings
Bank (GSB) has launched a "Credit-Building,
Opportunity-Creating Loan" program aimed at 300,000
first-time borrowers, offering a maximum loan of THB
20,000 (USD 580) at 0.60 percent monthly interest.
Borrowers with improved credit scores can apply for
additional loans of THB 30,000 to THB 50,000 (USD 870
to USD 1,450). Meanwhile, the government's "You
Fight, We Help" debt relief program has received over a
million applications, with potential reallocation of
remaining funds for financial assistance. [Bangkok Post
1]

The State Railway of Thailand (SRT) is also expanding
housing access for low-income families by leasing land
to six more communities covering 275 households in
Songkhla, Udon Thani, Si Sa Ket, and Bangkok. This
follows earlier leases in Bangkok's Taling Chan and
Bang Khae districts, benefiting 255 households.
[Bangkok Post 2]

Despite these efforts, Thailand's residential property
market continues to struggle, with developers calling
for urgent government intervention. The Thai
Condominium Association (TCA) has urged authorities
to reinstate incentives such as reduced transfer and
mortgage fees, which expired at the end of 2024, and
to ease lending restrictions to boost purchasing power.
The market slowdown has been severe, with mortgage
rejection rates for lower-income buyers reaching 77
percent last year.

The newly completed condominium supply for 2025 is
valued at THB 141 billion (USD 4.1 billion), but sluggish
demand has led to prolonged sales cycles. The
absorption rate for low-rise houses has fallen to 1.8
percent, extending the time needed to clear inventory
from 2.7 years to 4.3 years. While foreign buyers now
account for 65 percent of Ananda Development's
presales, up from 40 percent last year, local demand
remains weak.

Developers are also urging banks to fully pass on the
recent 0.25 percent policy rate cut, as current
reductions of 0.05-0.10 percent are insufficient to
stimulate borrowing. Industry groups expect potential
stimulus measures in May or June, but warn that
delays could lead to further contraction in the housing
sector. [Bangkok Post 3]

Meanwhile, state-run pawnshops have reported a
surge in pawned items, lending over THB 20 billion
(USD 580 million) in 2024 as gold and mobile phones
remained the most frequently pawned assets.
According to the Ministry of Social Development and
Human Security, 1.33 million items were accepted at
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46 state pawnshops, with gold, diamonds, and
electronics topping the list. Pawnshops issued 3,190
tickets for electronics, mainly mobile phones, as well as
items like fans, refrigerators, and rice cookers.
[Bangkok Post 4]

Thailand: Stock market downturn persists
despite new investment incentives

(ed/Im) Thailand's stock market continues to struggle
despite government intervention, with the benchmark
Stock Exchange of Thailand (SET) Index plunging more
than 16 percent this year—the worst performance
among 92 global indexes tracked by Bloomberg. Over
the past 12 months, foreign investors have withdrawn
USD 4.2 billion from Thai equities, marking the largest
outflow in Southeast Asia.

A key element of the government’s rescue plan, the
USD 4.5 billion Vayupak Fund, has failed to restore
investor confidence. Initially launched in August 2024
to stabilize the market by injecting capital into local
firms, the fund provided only a temporary boost
before concerns over Thailand's economic
fundamentals—high household debt, weak corporate
earnings, and political uncertainty—resurfaced. Since
its latest capital deployment, the SET Index has
dropped nearly 10 percent. [Bangkok Post 1]

In response to the downturn, Thailand has launched
the Thai ESG Extra (ESGX) fund, targeting sustainable
investments. This initiative aims to attract THB 30
billion (USD 870 million) in new investments, adding to
existing ESG funds valued at the same amount.
Investment management firms plan to introduce ESGX
funds between April and May, with banking,
healthcare, telecommunications, and energy sectors
expected to benefit the most. [Bangkok Post 2]

The government has also implemented tax deductions
to encourage equity investments, particularly in ESGX
funds. Investors transferring holdings from long-term
equity funds (LTFs), which amount to THB 180 billion
(USD 5.3 billion), will qualify for a tax deduction of up
to THB 500,000 (USD 14,500). New investments made
between May and June will receive an additional THB
300,000 (USD 8,700) tax break. These incentives are
expected to cost the Finance Ministry THB 50 billion
(USD 1.45 billion) in tax revenue but are intended to
promote long-term market stability. [The Nation]
[Bangkok Post 3]

Despite these efforts, investor confidence remains
weak. The investor confidence index (ICl), measured by
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the Federation of Thai Capital Market Organizations
(Fetco), fell to 66.1 in February, signaling bearish
sentiment. Retail and foreign investor confidence has
dropped significantly, while institutional investors
remain neutral.

Despite these initiatives, broader investor confidence
remains weak. The investor confidence index (ICl),
measured by the Federation of Thai Capital Market
Organizations (Fetco), fell to 66.1 in February, moving
into the bearish zone. Retail and foreign investor
sentiment dropped significantly, while institutional
investors remained neutral. [Bangkok Post 4]

Thailand: SRT announces major extension
and partnership for rail transport
innovation

(msz/Im) Thailand's rail transport sector is seeing
significant developments with the announcement of a
major extension project and a new partnership aimed
at bolstering domestic rail innovation.

On March 12, Transport Minister Suriya
Jungrungreangkit revealed that the State Railway of
Thailand (SRT) is progressing with a THB 15.17 billion
(USD 449.2 million) project to extend the Red Line. This
extension will add 20.5 kilometers to the existing line,
stretching from Taling Chan Station in Bangkok to
Salaya Station in Nakhon Pathom, with a new branch
to Siriraj Station for access to Siriraj Hospital. The
extension will feature eight new stations and, if
approved, is slated for completion in January 2029.
[Bangkok Post 1]

In addition to expanding infrastructure, SRT has signed
a memorandum of understanding with the Rail
Technology Research and Development Agency
(RTRDA) to strengthen domestic rail transport
innovation. The collaboration aligns with the ongoing
double-track railway expansion, with over 300
kilometers of rail lines set to be completed later this
year.

As part of this initiative, SRT and RTRDA are working on
developing Thai-manufactured locomotives, train
carriages, and parts to modernize the railway system.
SRT also plans to upgrade 500 non-air-conditioned
trains, improving seat cushions, restrooms, air
conditioning systems, and power supply efficiency
under a THB 295.6 million (USD 8.8 million) budget for
the first 40 train upgrades. [Bangkok Post 2]
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Thailand: Board of Investment approves
USD 5.6 billion in projects for metro
expansion, data centers

(Im) Thailand's Board of Investment (BOI) has approved
investment projects worth THB 200 billion (USD 5.6
billion) aimed at expanding Bangkok’s metro system
and boosting the country's data center infrastructure.
The decision aligns with government efforts to
accelerate economic growth, which stood at 2.5
percent in 2024, with a target of up to 3.5 percent for
2025.

The largest approved project is a THB 109 billion (USD
3.1 billion) investment by Bangkok Expressway and
Metro Plc for the Orange Line, which will connect
Bangkok's western and eastern suburbs from Bang
Khunnon to Min Buri. Additionally, three data center
and cloud service projects were granted tax and other
incentives, including a THB 72.7 billion (USD 2 billion)
investment by China’s Beijing Haoyang Cloud Data
Technology Co. for a 300-megawatt facility in Rayong
province.

These approvals follow January’s decision allowing
TikTok to invest THB 127 billion (USD 3.8 billion) in
Thailand's data-hosting services. BOI Secretary-General
Narit Therdsteerasukdi emphasized that strengthening
digital infrastructure is key to enhancing Thailand's
competitiveness.

Investment applications in Thailand surged 35 percent
year-on-year in 2024, reaching USD 33 billion—the
highest in a decade—driven largely by foreign projects
in the digital sector. To further encourage investment,
the BOI also revised incentives for healthcare projects,
granting extended tax holidays to companies that
enter joint ventures with government agencies and
construct hospitals with at least 91 overnight patient
beds. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Chinese investments boost land
prices, EV sector, but tourism faces
challenges

(bk/msz) The Thai government has approved a USD 1
billion investment from China's Sunwoda Electronic for
an electric vehicle (EV) battery plant, marking a
significant step in the country’s efforts to stimulate its
EV sector. The plant, which will produce lithium-ion
battery cells for EV manufacturers, is expected to
create 1,000 jobs.
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This investment is part of a broader trend of Chinese
companies investing in Thailand’s EV sector, with BYD
and Great Wall Motor also having committed over USD
3 billion. Despite a downturn in Thailand's auto sector
in 2024, with production down 10 percent and
domestic sales and exports slumping by 26 percent
and 8.8 percent respectively, the government has
implemented tax incentives for hybrid vehicles and
credit guarantees for truck purchases to help reverse
the decline. [Reuters]

At the same time, the relocation of Chinese
manufacturing bases to Thailand's Eastern Economic
Corridor (EEC) is a key driver behind the rising land
prices in the region. According to the Government
Housing Bank’s Real Estate Information Centre (REIC),
land prices in the EEC surged by 26.4 percent year-on-
year in the fourth quarter of 2024, with Chonburi
seeing the largest increase at 47.8 percent. The REIC
attributes this price hike to the increasing number of
Chinese investors setting up manufacturing operations
in the area. The government's opening of the All-
Service Centre in Amata City Industrial Estate in
Chonburi has also played a role, helping investors
secure the necessary permits and licenses. [The
Nation]

However, Thailand's tourism sector, especially Chinese
tourism, faces challenges. Despite the country
welcoming 6.7 million Chinese visitors in 2024,
Thailand is unlikely to hit its target of 8 million Chinese
tourists in 2025. The Association of Thai Travel Agents
(ATTA) attributes this slower recovery to safety
concerns, particularly regarding cyber scams that are
widely discussed on Chinese social media, as well as
competition from China’s growing domestic
attractions. In addition, weak law enforcement in
Thailand has led to illegal foreign businesses and crime
affecting the tourism industry. As Thailand prepares
for the 2027 general election, ATTA calls for stronger
tourism policies to address these issues and sustain
growth in foreign arrivals. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Kiakkai Bridge project to be
completed by 2026

(msz) The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA)
is expediting the construction of the Kiakkai Bridge
over the Chao Phraya River, aiming for completion by
2026. The project, located near the Kiakkai intersection
in Bangkok's Dusit district, is part of the broader
master plan for bridges in the Bangkok Metropolitan
Region.
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The project is divided into three phases. The first
phase, focusing on an elevated road and roadway on
the Thon Buri side, is expected to be completed by
November 2026, though delays in land acquisition
have slowed progress. The second phase, which
involves building the bridge structure and access
ramps, is 33.2 percent complete and is set for
completion by December 2026. The third phase, an
elevated road and roadway on the Phra Nakhon side,
is awaiting cabinet approval for budget allocation.

Meanwhile, the BMA has canceled plans for the Chan-
Charoen Nakhon and Lat Ya-Maha Phruttharam
bridges due to feasibility issues. The Chan-Charoen
Nakhon project was halted after opposition from
residents and environmental impact concerns, while
the Lat Ya-Maha Phruttharam bridge was deemed
unviable due to space constraints from surrounding
high-rises, public infrastructure, and historical sites.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Chinese manufacturing
relocation drives surge in land prices in
Eastern Economic Corridor

(bk) The relocation of Chinese manufacturing bases to
Thailand's Eastern Economic Corridor (EEC) is the
primary factor driving the rising prices of vacant land in
the region, according to the Government Housing
Bank’s Real Estate Information Centre (REIC).

In the fourth quarter of 2024, the price index for
vacant lands in the EEC surged by 26.4 percent year-
on-year (YoY) and 9.1 percent quarter-on-quarter
(QoQ). The index also showed a 14 percent increase
from the pre-pandemic five-year average (2015-2019).
Among the provinces in the EEC, Chonburi saw the
largest price increase at 47.8 percent YoY, followed by
Rayong and Chachoengsao provinces.

The REIC attributes the rise in land prices primarily to
the increasing number of Chinese investors relocating
their manufacturing operations to the EEC. This trend
has been further encouraged by the government'’s
opening of the All-Service Centre in Amata City
Industrial Estate, Chonburi, which helps investors
obtain necessary permits and licenses, supporting
their efforts to establish manufacturing bases in
Thailand. [The Nation]
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Thailand: Senior police officer arrested
over alleged murder-for-insurance plot

(Im) A senior police inspector in Sakon Nakhon
province has been arrested for his alleged role in a
murder plot aimed at fraudulently claiming THB 14
million (USD 406,000) in insurance payouts.

Pol Lt Col Nanmanas Phosri, an investigator at Wanon
Niwat station, surrendered to authorities on March 13,
but was immediately taken into custody under an
arrest warrant issued by the Sawang Daen Din
provincial court. He is accused of orchestrating the
murder with four other suspects.

The case came to light after several insurance
companies filed police complaints over suspicious
claims following the February 10 death of 32-year-old
Wichian Jityen in a car crash involving three vehicles in
Wanon Niwat district. The three drivers involved—
Somsak Wobao, 56, Phornchanok Onsurathum, 41,
and Pheeraphat Raksakun, 40—initially faced reckless
driving charges, but further investigation led to
suspicions that the crash had been staged.

A fourth suspect, Sakon Sonkaew, 38, was later
arrested, and questioning of the accused revealed
allegations that Pol Lt Col Nanmanas had orchestrated
the scheme.

Sakon Nakhon provincial police chief Pol Maj Gen
Somijit Laomongkolnitmit confirmed that Pol Lt Col
Nanmanas has denied all charges. Authorities are now
seeking court approval for his continued detention,
and he has been suspended from duty pending the
outcome of the case. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Security measures tightened to
combat cross-border crimes

(bk/msz) In response to rising security concerns,
Thailand is ramping up its border controls to address
multiple threats, including illegal border crossings and
criminal activities like call center scams and human
trafficking.

General Songwit Noonpackdee, Chief of Defense
Forces, announced plans to request the National
Security Council (NSC) to designate five districts in Tak
province as special zones. The move aims to curb
illegal activities, such as unauthorized travel and
overstayed visas, by restricting movement in these
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areas. The proposal follows a model used during the
Covid-19 pandemic to temporarily limit movement.

A key focus of these measures is to combat the
growing problem of call center scams, often involving
foreign nationals, particularly from the Shwe Kokko
and KK Park regions in Myanmar. Over 3,000
individuals have been repatriated as part of ongoing
efforts, with approximately 500 being returned each
day. However, an additional 4,000 people are still
awaiting repatriation. The government is also working
with the Customs Office to classify products used in
illegal call center operations, such as electronic devices
and satellite dishes, as prohibited goods. Strict border
controls and enhanced patrolling are being prioritized
to prevent smuggling.[The Nation]

In addition to these measures, Thailand's Fourth Army
is tightening security along the Myanmar-Thai border
in Chumphon and Ranong to combat human trafficking
and the illegal smuggling of Rohingya migrants. The
army has pledged to locate and destroy illegal roads
built by trafficking gangs to facilitate these operations.
This initiative follows the discovery of a camp near
Chumphon, where gangs had used tractors to carve
roads through Thailand's forests. The army, in
collaboration with other government agencies, is
focusing on dismantling these trafficking routes and
patrolling canals to prevent smuggling.

Both efforts—addressing call center scams and the
smuggling of Rohingya migrants—are part of a broader
national strategy to enhance border security. These
measures will be presented to Prime Minister
Paetongtarn Shinawatra on March 21, with a
commitment to take further action if the situation
escalates. [The Nation]

Thailand: Security measures tightened
amid rising violence in Deep South

(bk/Im) I Amid rising violence in Thailand's southern
provinces, particularly in Yala, local authorities have
imposed several security measures to curb unrest. The
deputy governor of Yala issued a ban on fireworks
during the month of Ramadan (March 1-31), citing
security concerns. This prohibition comes alongside
restrictions on youth gatherings in specific public
areas, such as Kwan Muang Park in Muang district, the
riverside road between Muang and Betong districts,
and parks in Raman and Bannang Sata districts.

These measures come in response to an increase in
violence in the region, where insurgent activities have
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been ongoing for years. On March 14, a roadside bomb
in Pattani injured nine police officers on teacher-
protection duty. The attack is suspected to be linked to
insurgent groups active in the deep South. Earlier, on
March 8, a deadly attack in Narathiwat's Sungai Kolok
district killed two defense volunteers and injured 14
others. The insurgents also targeted railway tracks and
a shopping mall, further escalating tensions in the
area. [Thai PBS World] [Bangkok Post]

In addition to these attacks, a defense volunteer in
Pattani was seriously injured on March 17 when a time
bomb planted in her car by suspected separatist
insurgents exploded as she drove to work. She was
rushed to the hospital with severe injuries but
managed to escape the burning vehicle. Authorities
believe the bomb was meant to explode after she
arrived at the district office, indicating a targeted
attack. [Bangkok Post]

Since January 2004, there have been 22,962 security
incidents in Thailand's southern border provinces,
resulting in 7,683 deaths and 14,415 injuries, according
to Deep South Watch.

Thailand: Authorities seize record drug
haul in Songkhla; 13 arrested over
cannabis smuggling

(Im) Thai authorities recently made significant drug-
related arrests and seizures, including the largest drug
bust in Songkhla province’s history, and the
interception of cannabis smuggling attempts at Samui
airport.

In Songkhla, authorities seized 200 kilograms of heroin
and 2.7 million methamphetamine pills, valued at THB
117.4 million (USD 3.4 million). The drugs were found
hidden in a vehicle, and two suspects were arrested in
connection with the bust, while the alleged leader of
the operation remains at large. This marks one of the
most significant drug seizures in the region. [Bangkok
Post]

Meanwhile, at Samui airport, 13 foreigners were
arrested over four days for attempting to smuggle 375
kilograms of cannabis. The cannabis, found in 22 bags,
was estimated to be worth around THB 75 million (USD
2.2 million). Twelve of the suspects were bound for
Singapore, while one was headed for Hong Kong. The
individuals were hired to carry the drugs and were
promised payment or debt repayment upon successful
delivery. Among those arrested were four British men
who tried to flee when their bags were scanned,
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revealing 131 kilograms of cannabis. The men had
been hired to travel as tourists, with their
accommodation and flights covered, and were offered
GBP 2,000 (USD 2,500) for their efforts.

Authorities also discovered a suitcase with 24
kilograms of cannabis that had mistakenly been taken
by a Thai couple to Japan. The suitcase belonged to a
51-year-old British man, who had left Thailand for
South Korea.[Channel NewsAsia]

Thailand: German man arrested for
running child pornography website

(hrs) A 54-year-old German programmer was arrested
in Bang Lamung district, Chon Buri, for operating a
dark web platform selling child pornography, following
a joint operation by the Technology Crime Suppression
Division (TCSD) and U.S. Homeland Security
Investigations (HSI).

The suspect was apprehended on March 5, after a
Criminal Court arrest warrant issued on March 3.
Authorities allege he managed two dark web sites for
over three years, offering more than 5,000 explicit
videos to a subscriber base exceeding 10,000 users,
with payments made in Bitcoin and Monero.

Investigators tracked cryptocurrency transactions
linked to Steffen'’s digital wallets, revealing he
converted funds into Thai baht and transferred them
into local bank accounts, accumulating approximately
THB 3.5 million (USD 101,500) in illegal earnings.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Chinese and Vietnamese
nationals arrested for online gambling
operation

(bk) A Chinese man and three Vietnamese women
were arrested in Bangkok for allegedly operating an
online gambling website. The arrests followed a tip-off
that led a joint operation involving local, tourist, and
immigration police officers.

The suspects claimed they had entered Thailand about
two months ago and were hired by a Chinese national
to manage the gambling website, with a promise of a
THB 50,000 (USD 1,486) monthly salary. All four
individuals have been charged with running illegal
online gambling activities. [Thai PBS World]
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Thailand: Authorities expand crackdown
on illegal goods and foreign proxy
businesses

(Im) Thai authorities have intensified efforts to combat
illegal goods and foreign-owned proxy businesses, with
damages estimated at THB 16 billion (USD 465 million).

The crackdown, supervised by two sub-committees
focused on ensuring fair competition, has resulted in
24,626 cases of illegal goods, leading to damages
exceeding THB 1.25 billion (USD 36 million).
Additionally, authorities have collected THB 1.5 billion
(USD 44 million) in value-added tax (VAT) from
imported products priced below THB 1,500 (USD 44).
The enforcement measures have also contributed to
an 8 percent decline in e-commerce imports, averaging
a monthly reduction of THB 3.64 billion (USD 106
million).

Authorities have heightened inspections on imported
goods and are monitoring online platforms to ensure
compliance with safety and quality standards.
Regarding foreign proxy businesses, legal action has
been taken against 851 companies, with damages
estimated at THB 15.12 billion (USD 440 million).
Authorities plan to conduct stricter shareholder
verifications and tighten restrictions on foreign-owned
businesses operating in restricted sectors. [Bangkok
Post]

Timor-Leste: Elizeu Isaac Fernandes
appointed chairman of RTTL, EP

(Im) On March 13, Elizeu Isaac Fernandes was sworn in
as the new Chairman of the Board of Directors for
Radio e Televisdo de Timor-Leste (RTTL, EP), ushering
in a new chapter for the public broadcasting service.
Fernandes succeeds José Anténio Belo “Taraleu,” with
his appointment formalized through Government
Resolution no. 15/2025, dated March 17. [Government
of Timor-Leste]

Timor-Leste: National seminar reflects on
25 years of PNTL and future challenges

(Im) On March 11, Timor-Leste held a national seminar
to reflect on the 25th anniversary of the National
Police (PNTL). Minister Agio Pereira, representing
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Prime Minister Xanana Gusmao, emphasized the
importance of public trust in the PNTL for maintaining
legitimacy and order. He praised the PNTL for its
resilience and noted the government's commitment to
continuous investment in training and human
resources.

Key speeches included President José Ramos-Horta's
view on the PNTL's progress, and the UN Resident
Coordinator’s perspective on its role in Timor-Leste's
security. [Government of Timor-Leste]

Vietnam: Party chief highlights private
sector development as key for a
prosperous future

(Im) General Secretary of the Communist Party of
Vietnam, To Lam, emphasized the importance of
developing the private economic sector as a key driver
of the country's future prosperity. In an article
reflecting on Vietnam’s economic achievements, he
pointed to the private sector’s rise as a critical force
behind the nation's growth. Over the past few decades,
private enterprises have become key contributors to
GDP, job creation, and innovation, making up a
significant portion of the economy.

Despite these contributions, To Lam acknowledged
challenges faced by the private sector, including
limited access to credit, land, and skilled labor, as well
as the need for modernization and digital
transformation. He called for reforms to improve the
business environment, emphasizing the need for
better protection of property rights and freedom of
business, particularly in technology and innovation
sectors. Additionally, he stressed the importance of
fostering large private economic conglomerates
capable of competing globally, alongside supporting
small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

The Party's upcoming policies will focus on removing
barriers for private businesses, promoting
entrepreneurship, and ensuring equitable access to
resources. To Lam emphasized that the private sector
must be integral to Vietnam's sustainable
development, driving both economic growth and social
responsibility, including environmental protection and
workers' welfare. By aligning with green development
strategies and encouraging responsible business
practices, Vietnam aims to build a resilient and
competitive economy, positioning itself for continued
success on the global stage. [Viet Nam News]
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Vietnam: Rare earth reserves cut, illegal
mining scandal unfolds

(Im) The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), a scientific
agency under the U.S. Department of the Interior
responsible for assessing natural resources, has
reduced Vietnam’s estimated rare earth reserves from
22 million to 3.5 million tons in its March 2025 Mineral
Commodity Summaries report. The revision was based
on updated assessments from company and
government reports. Despite the reduction, Vietnam
remains one of the world's largest rare earth holders,
ranking behind China (44 million tons), Brazil (21
million tons), India (6.9 million tons), and Russia (3.8
million tons).

Amid the reassessment, Vietnam has been
strengthening international cooperation in rare earth
mining. South Korea's LS Eco Energy aims to secure a
stable supply from Vietnam, while Japan’s SRE Vietnam,
a subsidiary of Tokai Trade, has sought to triple its
processing capacity. In July 2023, Vietnam Rare Earth
JSC (VTRE) partnered with Australian firms ASM and
Blackstone Minerals to explore mining opportunities.
In December 2022, VTRE signed a USD 50 million deal
to supply rare earth oxides to South Korea's KSMM
over five years. More recently, in July 2024, South
Korea's Trident Global Holdings and the US-based
Zoetic Global announced a joint venture to co-develop
rare earth mines in Vietnam. [The Investor]

However, Vietnam's rare earth industry has been
marred by an illegal mining scandal. The Supreme
People's Procuracy of Vietnam has indicted former
Deputy Minister of Natural Resources and
Environment, Nguyen Linh Ngoc, for facilitating illegal
rare earth mining for sale to China. The case involves
Thai Duong Company, which unlawfully extracted over
VND 864 billion (USD 34 million) worth of rare earths
and iron ore from 2019 to October 2023, earning illicit
profits of VND 736 billion (USD 28.9 million).

Investigations revealed that Thai Duong was granted a
mining license despite failing to meet legal
requirements. Ngoc admitted to approving the license
despite knowing the company was ineligible, though
he denied personal financial gain. Nguyen Van Thuan,
former director of the General Department of Geology
and Minerals, testified to receiving VND 500 million
(USD 19,642) from Thai Duong's chairman, Doan Van
Huan, which he later surrendered to authorities.

The indictment involves over 20 individuals, including
five other former officials from the Ministry of Natural
Resources and Environment. Officials are accused of
bypassing proper appraisal procedures and using
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outdated assessments from 2011 to approve Thai
Duong's license. Huan allegedly instructed
subordinates to falsify invoices, causing a VND 9.6
billion (USD 376,926) tax loss. [tuoi tre news]

Vietnam: Party chief calls for further
review of draft Political Report ahead of
14th National Party Congress

(Im) Vietnamese Communist Party General Secretary
To Lam has urged continued revisions to the draft
Political Report for the upcoming 14th National Party
Congress, emphasizing its role as a guiding framework
for national development. The Political Report is the
most important document presented at the Party
Congress, outlining Vietnam'’s strategic direction, policy
priorities, and governance approach for the next five
years.

Chairing a meeting of the drafting sub-committee on
March 15, Lam called for a sharper focus on defining
Vietnam's new growth model and ensuring rapid and
sustainable progress. The draft report should integrate
science, technology, and digital transformation across
governance, national defense, security, and socio-
economic sectors, balancing economic growth with
socio-cultural development.

He emphasized the need for early infrastructure and
human resource development, particularly in
education and training, drawing from global best
practices to establish a modern national education
framework. Lam also called for a review of the political
system, streamlining administrative units, reorganizing
economic spaces, and optimizing resource allocation.
Additionally, the report should reflect Vietnam'’s
proactive global engagement, incorporating
achievements in national defense, security, and foreign
affairs.

The sub-committee was tasked with refining
perspectives on Party building, aligning the report with
the Party's mission in the current era. With the 14th
National Party Congress approaching amid global
uncertainties, Lam stressed the importance of
adopting a forward-looking approach, incorporating
public feedback, and ensuring the highest standards in
finalizing the report. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Prime Minister orders
accelerated implementation of Project 06
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for digital transformation

(Im) Vietnamese Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh has
directed ministries and local authorities to expedite
the implementation of Project 06, a national initiative
for digital transformation, electronic identification, and
data integration. The project, which runs from 2022 to
2025 with a vision to 2030, aims to establish a
comprehensive digital governance system and
enhance public service efficiency.

Under Directive No. 07/CT-TTg, issued on March 15,
Chinh emphasized the role of science, technology, and
digital transformation in modernizing governance and
fostering socio-economic growth. He tasked the
Ministry of Public Security (MPS) with drafting and
finalizing decrees under the Data Law to take effect
from July 1.

Key priorities include digitizing administrative
processes to eliminate redundant paperwork,
integrating national databases—especially those on
land, finance, healthcare, and education—by August
2025, and synchronizing them with the National Data
Center. District and commune-level units that have
completed resident data digitization must begin
immediate implementation in the second quarter of
2025.

The government is also focused on expanding digital
infrastructure, ensuring full connectivity between
ministerial and provincial information systems with the
National Population Database. The Ministry of Public
Security will work with other ministries to develop
specialized databases, upgrade online public services,
and provide electronic identification accounts for
businesses by July 2025.

Additionally, Chinh assigned ministries to advance
biometric-based services, including digital identity
cards for overseas Vietnamese and online birth
registration. The Ministry of Health will pilot health
data coordination systems linking major hospitals,
while the Ministry of Construction will integrate
biometric authentication and VNelD technology at
airports, seaports, and border crossings by September
2025. [Viet Nam News]

Vietham: Foreigners may be allowed to
purchase temporary residence cards

(hn) Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh has instructed
the Ministry of Public Security to explore a mechanism
allowing foreigners to purchase temporary residence
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cards in Vietnam, alongside the existing temporary
residence card and e-visa issuance policies.

Under a newly signed directive, the government aims
to enhance Vietnam's adaptability to global economic
shifts while maintaining growth, stabilizing
macroeconomic conditions, and controlling inflation.
The Ministry of Public Security, in coordination with the
Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Home Affairs, will
review visa policies for specific groups such as tourists,
experts, billionaires, scientists, celebrities, and
athletes.

The directive emphasizes addressing international
concerns on work permits and visas, including
extending unilateral visa exemptions. It also calls for
streamlining administrative procedures, upgrading the
e-visa system, and revising work permit regulations to
facilitate exemptions or simplified procedures for
priority sectors.

The Ministries are required to report their findings to
the prime minister within the month. [Tuoitrenews]

Vietnam: Accelerating LNG and offshore
wind power development, rejecting delays

(hn) The Standing Government has instructed the
Ministry of Industry and Trade not to delay the
progress of LNG and offshore wind power projects as
proposed in the adjustment of Power Development
Plan VIII. Initially, offshore wind power was set to reach
6,000 MW by 2030, but no projects have been
approved yet. While the Ministry had suggested
postponing development until after 2030, the
Government has mandated that these projects be
completed on schedule.

The Ministry of Industry and Trade must diversify
power sources, ensuring that baseload power
accounts for over 50 percent of the total supply,
increasing LNG while reducing coal power. The
Government also urged collaboration with domestic
and foreign investors to resolve obstacles and prevent
project delays. Several foreign corporations, such as
Pacifico Energy and Sembcorp, have expressed interest
in investing in Vietnam'’s offshore wind power sector.

Additionally, the Government emphasized the
expansion of renewable energy, including solar power,
pumped-storage hydropower, and increased electricity
imports from China and Laos. The adjusted plan must
also account for high-energy-demand sectors like data
centers and semiconductor manufacturing. The
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Ministry is required to enhance coastal power grid
infrastructure and explore electricity transmission to
Singapore, Malaysia, and Cambodia [Vnepxress, in
Vietnamese]

Vietnam: Party chief urges increased
investment from Pacifico Energy in
renewable sector

(Im) Vietnamese Communist Party General Secretary
To Lam has encouraged US-based Pacifico Energy (PE)
to expand its investment in Vietnam, particularly in
renewable energy and offshore wind power projects.
During a meeting with PE CEO Nate Franklin in Hanoi
on March 15, Lam emphasized the crucial role of clean
energy in Vietnam’s economic growth and reaffirmed
the country’s commitment to achieving net-zero
emissions by 2050.

Lam highlighted Vietnam'’s vision of becoming an
upper middle-income country by 2030 and a
developed nation with high income by 2045. He
underscored the government's ongoing legal reforms
to attract foreign investment, especially in the energy
sector, to meet both domestic and regional demand.
He also urged deeper collaboration between PE and
Vietnamese firms in technology transfer and capacity
building to strengthen local expertise in renewable
energy.

Franklin acknowledged Vietnam's significant offshore
wind power potential and reiterated PE's commitment
to advancing surveys and project development to
support the country’s ambition for double-digit
economic growth. He praised Vietnam's efforts to
improve its business climate and the support extended
to US investors, expressing confidence in increased
American investment in the renewable sector as part
of the Vietnam-US Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership. [Viet Nam News][Tuoitrenews]

Vietnam: Global financial institutions
boost clean energy investment

(hn) HSBC and the European Investment Bank (EIB)
have reaffirmed their commitment to financing
Vietnam's clean energy transition, focusing on wind
power, hydrogen production, and smart grid
infrastructure. HSBC has pledged up to USD 12 billion
for renewable energy projects, with 22 percent of the
funds already allocated to ongoing initiatives, signaling
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strong institutional backing for the country’s energy
transition.

EIB vice president Nicola Beer confirmed the bank's
investment in key energy projects, including the Bac Ai
pumped-storage hydropower facility. The EIB is also
supporting Vietnam'’s Just Energy Transition
Partnership (JETP) and funding offshore wind and
hydrogen production projects to accelerate the shift
toward a low-carbon economy.

Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Nguyen Hoang Long
outlined Vietnam’s ambitious plans to expand wind
power capacity to 38,029 MW by 2030—equivalent to
nearly 38 gigawatts (GW). This is roughly the total
electricity generation capacity of Poland or nearly half
of the UK's installed capacity. He emphasized
Vietnam's offshore wind potential and highlighted the
increasing role of foreign direct investment (FDI) in the
renewable sector.[Vietnam Insider]

Vietnam: Banking sector aims to lend USD
2.78 billion in Region 4 in 2025

(he) The State Bank of Vietnam (SBV) plans to allocate
nearly VND 71 trillion (USD 2.78 billion) in bank loans
to six northern provinces in 2025, aiming to support
credit growth and contribute to the nationwide target
of a 16 percent increase.

Region 4, a key area for trade and international
connectivity, hosts over 30 credit institutions and 98
credit funds. As of January 2025, total outstanding
loans in the region reached VND 442.52 trillion (USD
17.3 billion).

Businesses in the region have urged authorities to
lower interest rates and simplify loan procedures to
facilitate access to credit. In response, SBV has pledged
to improve credit accessibility, reduce lending rates,
and provide targeted financial support to key
economic sectors. [Vietham News]

Vietham: Government pushes
productivity reforms for economic growth

(he) After nearly four decades of reform, Vietnam has
emerged as a middle-income country, aiming for 6.5
percent annual labor productivity growth under its
2021-2030 socio-economic strategy. The country
recorded an average productivity growth of 5.6 percent
from 2016 to 2023, surpassing many regional peers.
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However, challenges remain, including a shortage of
skilled workers and limited investment in research and
development (R&D).

To sustain progress, the government is implementing
policies to enhance innovation and total factor
productivity (TFP), aiming for TFP to contribute over 55
percent to economic growth by 2030. The Politburo's
Resolution No. 57 focuses on science, technology,
innovation, and digital transformation, with supporting
legislation, including a draft law on standards and
technical regulations, expected to be reviewed by the
National Assembly in May.

While Dr. Indra Pradana Singawinata, Secretary-
General of the Asian Productivity Organisation,
acknowledged Vietnam's developmental challenges, he
emphasized the country's strong foundational
advantages in driving long-term economic growth.
[Vietham News]

Vietnam: Banks face layoffs amid cost-
cutting, technology shifts

(Im) Vietnam's banking sector is undergoing significant
changes as banks streamline operations and adopt
technology to reduce costs. Thousands of employees
have been laid off as automation takes over routine
tasks.

Banks like Sacombank, BIDV, VIB, MSB, and ACB have
reduced their workforces to cut costs, with Sacombank
trimming its staff from over 17,400 to about 17,058 by
the end of 2024. BIDV's layoff of 1,000 employees
marks its first reduction in five years. In contrast,
VietinBank has focused on maintaining its current
workforce rather than expanding.

However, some banks are still hiring. MBBank added
1,674 employees in 2024, while VPBank increased its
workforce by 1,404. Other banks, such as HDBank,
Vietcombank, and LPBank, have also expanded,
indicating growth opportunities in the changing
landscape. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Tan Son Nhat airport’'s T3
terminal to open after holidays

(hn) The USD 431 million T3 terminal at Tan Son Nhat
international airport will officially begin operations
after the peak travel period of reunification day (April
30, 2025) and international workers' day (May 1, 2025).
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Trial operations will take place before an inauguration
ceremony on April 30, 2025.

Initially, the terminal will serve domestic flights
operated by Vietnam airlines and Vietjet, while other
carriers will continue using the existing T1 terminal.

Construction of the T3 terminal began in December
2022 with an investment of approximately VND 11
trillion (USD 431 million). the project includes a
passenger terminal, multi-story parking with
commercial services, an elevated road system, and an
aircraft parking area.

The terminal features 89 check-in counters, 20 self-
service baggage drop stations, 42 check-in kiosks, 26
boarding gates, and 25 security screening points. it is
designed to handle over 20 million passengers
annually and up to 7,000 passengers per hour during
peak times.

Airport representatives denied rumors of a May 5
opening, stating no official date had been confirmed.
[Tuoitrenews]

Vietnam: Airbus urged to expand
collaboration in high-tech industries,
human resource training

(Im) On March 14, Vietnam's Permanent Deputy
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Nguyen Minh Vu, met with
Airbus Executive Vice President Wouter van Wersch to
discuss expanding cooperation. Vu suggested focusing
on high-tech industries and human resource training,
highlighting the importance of economic collaboration
between Vietnam and the European Union. He also
praised Airbus's role in contributing to the country's
development over the past 40 years. Wersch
expressed Airbus's commitment to further
partnerships in sectors like aerospace, defense, and
education, emphasizing Vietnam's importance as a key
regional partner. Both sides explored potential future
projects. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Prime Minister urges defense
industry to lead national industrial
development

(Im) Vietnamese Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh has
called for the country’s defense industry to become a
spearhead of national industrial development,
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emphasizing its role in both military modernization
and socio-economic progress. During a working
session with the Ministry of National Defense and
related agencies on March 15, Chinh acknowledged
recent breakthroughs in high-tech defense production,
particularly by the General Department of Defense
Industry and the Viettel Military Industry and Telecoms
Group, , a state-owned enterprise under the Ministry
of National Defense specializing in
telecommunications, cybersecurity, and defense
technology.

Chinh highlighted the importance of integrating
scientific research with practical applications,
workforce training, and infrastructure expansion to
enhance defense capabilities. He urged ministries to
develop special policies that would accelerate defense
industry growth in alignment with Vietnam'’s broader
industrialization goals.

The Prime Minister directed the Ministry of National
Defense to implement key policy resolutions, including
the Politburo’s Resolution No. 08-NQ/TW, which sets
long-term goals for defense industry development
until 2030, and Resolution No. 57-NQ/TW, which
focuses on technological innovation and digital
transformation. He stressed the need for mastering
advanced technologies, improving workforce expertise,
and strengthening production efficiency to meet
Vietnam'’s evolving security and development needs.
[Viet Nam News]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia
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European Parliament condemns
Thailand’s Uyghur deportations, calls for
human rights reforms

(bk) The European Parliament has strongly condemned
Thailand's recent deportation of Uyghur detainees to
China in late February, calling on the Thai government
to immediately cease any further forced returns of
asylum seekers to countries where they may face
persecution, torture, or death.

During a parliamentary session on March 13, Members
of the European Parliament (MEPs) expressed deep
concern over Thailand's lack of transparency regarding
the fate of the Uyghur detainees and urged the
government to grant the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) unrestricted
access to all remaining Uyghur asylum seekers in
detention. They also called on Thai authorities to
provide clear, public updates on the status and well-
being of these individuals.

In addition to addressing the Uyghur deportations, the
resolution emphasized the need for Thailand to
strengthen its legal and institutional frameworks in line
with international human rights standards. MEPs called
for an end to the persecution of political activists and
parliamentarians under Thailand's restrictive laws,
particularly those convicted of lése-majesté (Section
112 of the Thai Criminal Code). They demanded that all
individuals imprisoned for their political beliefs be
granted amnesty and released.

The European Parliament's resolution also
recommended that Thailand suspend its extradition
treaties with China, citing concerns over Beijing's
human rights record. It called on China to ensure the
fundamental rights of the deported Uyghurs, disclose
their whereabouts, allow UNHCR access to them, and
release detainees who have been unjustly imprisoned.

MEPs further urged Thailand to ratify all core
conventions of the International Labour Organisation
(ILO) to improve labor rights and protections.
Additionally, they called on the European Commission
to use its ongoing free trade agreement negotiations
with Thailand as leverage to press for democratic
reforms, particularly the revision of the lése-majesté
law and the release of political prisoners. The
resolution was passed with overwhelming support,
receiving 482 votes in favor, 57 against, and 68
abstentions. [Thai PBS World 1]

Slovenia echoes the condemnation
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Slovenia’s Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister,
Tanja Fajon, who was on an official two-day visit to
Thailand, expressed regret over Thailand's recent
deportation of 40 Uyghurs to China and voiced
concerns about their treatment under Chinese
authorities. She emphasized that Thailand, as a
member of the UN Human Rights Council, should
uphold human rights principles in its policies and
decision-making.

During her visit, which follows a trip to the Philippines
and comes at the invitation of Thai Foreign Minister
Maris Sangiampongsa, Fajon addressed the
international backlash over Thailand's handling of the
Uyghur detainees. The group, which had been held in
an immigration facility for a decade, was forcibly
repatriated to China’s Xinjiang region in the middle of
the night. This action has drawn sharp criticism from
Western governments and international human rights
organizations, as many fear the deportees will face
persecution, imprisonment, or torture under Chinese
rule.

Despite the controversy, Fajon stressed that Slovenia's
diplomatic relations with Thailand remain strong. She
revealed that Maris had engaged in a lengthy
discussion with her about the matter. She added that if
there is an opportunity for European nations to engage
more actively in discussions to ensure genuine respect
for human rights, it would be a step in the right
direction. [Thai PBS World 2]

Thailand in full gear towards FTA negotiations with the EU

Meanwhile, the Thai Commerce Ministry has dismissed
fears that the Uyghur deportation controversy could
disrupt free trade agreement (FTA) negotiations with
the European Union (EU), noting that the European
Parliament’s concerns were primarily political, not
economic, and that negotiations remain on track. [The
Nation 1]

Commerce Minister Pichai Naripthaphan confirmed on
March 10 that he had held discussions with European
Commissioner for Trade Maro3 Sef¢ovi¢ about
advancing the negotiations. The FTA negotiations have
already completed four rounds, with two chapters
finalized. The discussions on market access for goods
and services are ongoing, and both sides are working
towards resolving the more complex issues in the fifth
round of talks, which will take place from March 31 to
April 4. Thailand is hopeful that an agreement can be
reached by December 25, 2025. The fifth round will
focus on key issues such as trade access, government
procurement, and sustainability.
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Pichai stressed that expediting the FTA negotiations is
a significant step toward strengthening Thailand's
economy. The agreement will help Thailand better
adapt to global competition by expanding markets,
reducing costs, and improving capabilities while
attracting more European investments. The EU
remains Thailand's fourth-largest trading partner, with
a total trade value of EUR 25.19 billion euros (THB
919.64 billion (USD 27.33 billion)) in 2023. Key Thai
exports to the EU include machinery, transport
equipment, and manufactured goods, while major
imports from the EU include machinery, medical
products, aircraft, chemicals, and electrical machinery.
[The Nation 2]

Thai media to accompany ministerial trip to China's
Xinjiang to monitor the well-being of repatriated Uyghurs

In an effort to counter domestic and international
condemnation surrounding the deportation of
Uyghurs, Deputy Prime Minister and Defense Minister
Phumtham Wechayachai announced that all Thai
media -- print, TV, and online -- are invited to join his
upcoming trip to China’s Xinjiang region to assess the
well-being of 40 Uyghurs who were repatriated from
Thailand in February. The trip, which is set to depart on
March 18 via military transport at the invitation of the
Chinese government, aims to demonstrate that the
deported Uyghurs are not facing life-threatening
circumstances as claimed by critics.

Phumtham rejected concerns raised by MP Rangsiman
Rome of the main opposition People's Party, who
criticized the media selection process, suggesting that
only pro-government outlets were chosen. Rangsiman
also questioned whether journalists would have the
freedom to meet and interview the Uyghurs
independently or if their access would be restricted by
the government's agenda. In response, Phumtham
explained that media outlets were selected based on
influence and ratings, with the Government
Spokesperson's Office overseeing the process. He also
noted that the military transport has limited seating,
with around 20 seats available, of which approximately
eight are allocated for journalists. [Thai PBS World 3]

Thai Foreign Ministry responds to EU resolution on
Uyghurs and lese-majesté law

On March 14, the Thai Foreign Affairs Ministry publicly
acknowledged the European Parliament’s resolution
condemning Thailand for deporting Uyghurs to China
and its lése-majesté law, while reaffirmed its
commitment to maintaining cooperation and a strong
partnership with the EU.
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The ministry reiterated that Beijing has assured
Thailand of the safety of the 40 Uyghurs recently
repatriated after spending years in Thai detention and
confirmed Phumtham's upcoming visit. Regarding the
persecution of parliamentarians in relation to the lese-
majesté law -- understandably referring to the case of
44 former MPs from the dissolved Move Forward Party
(MFP), who were charged by the National Anti-
Corruption Commission (NACC) for breaching ethical
standards by sponsoring a bill to amend Section 112 of
the Thai Criminal Code -- the ministry emphasized that
the case is proceeding in accordance with Thai law.

Despite the European Parliament’s concerns, the
ministry underscored that Thailand and the EU value
their diplomatic ties and continue to strengthen
relations under the EU-Thailand Comprehensive
Partnership and Cooperation Agreement. [Bangkok
Post]

G7 drops ‘One China’ reference, reaffirms
criticism in foreign ministers’ joint
statement

(dgl) The G7 foreign ministers toughened their stance
on China, strengthening language on Taiwan while
omitting past conciliatory references, including the
"one China" policy. Meeting in Charlevoix, Canada, on
March 14, they condemned Beijing's "coercion" against
Taiwan. The communiqué also raised concerns over
China's nuclear buildup but excluded references to
human rights abuses in Xinjiang, Tibet, and Hong Kong.
Notably, it dropped previous reassurances, reiterated
in November, about maintaining stable relations with
China and acknowledging its role in global trade, a shift
likely to provoke Beijing.

The ministers reaffirmed support for a peaceful
resolution of cross-strait issues and opposed unilateral
attempts to alter the status quo by force.

The G7 also voiced serious concerns over China’s
actions in the East and South China Seas, highlighting
aggressive maneuvers against the Philippines and
Vietnam and restrictions on freedom of navigation.
Additionally, they criticized China’s non-market policies
and overcapacity, warning of market distortions and
supply chain disruptions from Beijing's export controls.
[G7, Canada]

China's embassy in Canada condemned the statement,
calling it “filled with arrogance, prejudice and
malicious intentions to suppress and attack China”
and an interference in its internal affairs. It dismissed
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the accusations as groundless, accusing the G7 of
politicizing trade issues and promoting geopolitical
confrontation. [Chinese Embassy in Canada] [Reuters]
[AP_News]

Chinese President Xi Jinping declines EU
invitation to Brussel summit

(dh/dql) Financial Times reports that Chinese President
Xi Jinping has declined an invitation to attend an EU-
China summit in Brussels marking 50 years of
diplomatic ties, raising doubts in the EU about Beijing's
commitment to cooperation. Instead, Chinese Premier
Li Qiang will represent China at the meeting with EU
leaders.

The EU sees Xi's absence as a missed opportunity,
given the summit's symbolic significance. While Beijing
maintains its commitment to partnership, tensions
persist over China’s support for Russia, trade
imbalances, and EU tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles.
EU officials argue that China's trade practices remain
unfair, with excessive subsidies and market barriers.
[Financial Times]

Trade frictions remain a key issue, as the EU is
preparing new trade measures to prevent Chinese
steel and aluminum from being redirected to Europe
through U.S. ports. EU officials have expressed concern
that Chinese exports, which are often linked to global
overcapacity, could be rerouted to European markets
because of the U.S. tariffs. To counter this, the EU is
considering additional trade protections beyond its
existing safeguards, which are set to expire in 2026.
[SCMP]

In addition, Brussels launched on March 14 an
investigation into imports of adipic acid originating in
China citing dumped imports that hurts the Union
industry. Adipic acid is an organic compound used for
the production of nylon 66, a high-performance
polymer important in a wider range of industrial
applications, including automotive, electronics,
industrial machinery, and textiles, among others. [CG
Intelligence]

Furthermore, the European Parliament has banned
Huawei lobbyists from its premises amid an
investigation into suspected bribery benefiting the
Chinese tech giant. The decision, effective March 14,
was taken as a precautionary measure. Belgian
prosecutors recently detained several individuals over
the allegations, after carrying out 21 raids in Brussels,
Flanders, and Portugal as part of the investigation.
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Authorities allege that up to 15 current and former
MEPs engaged in bribery, forgery, and the use of
forgeries, with payments and lavish gifts influencing
political positions to favor private commercial
interests. Officials are also monitoring potential money
laundering activities. [Reuters][Organized Crime and
Corruption Reporting Project]

China hosts meeting with Russia and Iran
to discuss Iranian nuclear issue

(dh) China and Russia reaffirmed their support for Iran
amid renewed U.S. calls for nuclear talks. Chinese
Foreign Minister Wang Yi met with Russia's Deputy
Foreign Minister Ryabkov, Sergey Alexeevich, and Iran’s
Deputy Foreign Minister, Kazem Gharibabadi, in Beijing
on March 14 to discuss the Iranian nuclear situation.

In the meeting, Wang proposed a five-point approach
to resolving the Iranian nuclear issue, emphasizing
diplomacy, non-proliferation, and cooperation. It calls
for peaceful negotiations, respect for Iran’s right to
civilian nuclear energy, and a revival of the 2015 Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) agreement,
urging the U.S. to rejoin talks.

Wang expressed opposition against U.N. Security
Council intervention, warning that abrupt actions could
hinder diplomatic progress, and advocated for a step-
by-step, reciprocal approach based. [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, China 1]

The 2015 nuclear agreement, which placed limits on
Iran’s nuclear program in exchange for sanctions relief,
was abandoned by the U.S. in 2018 under then-
President Donald Trump. Washington has since
pushed to restart negotiations, but Iran has rejected
these efforts, saying it will not engage in talks under
external pressure or threats. Last week, Iran’s Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei rejected negotiations
with the U.S. over its nuclear program, dismissing a
recent letter from President Donald Trump that
proposed talks to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear
weapons. Khamenei warned that Iran would retaliate
decisively if its nuclear facilities were attacked,
emphasizing that while Iran seeks no war, any hostile
action by the U.S. or its allies would harm America the
most. He also reaffirmed that Iran is not pursuing
nuclear weapons. [BBC]

In a joint statement following discussions, Beijing and
Moscow expressed their support for Iran’s
reaffirmation that its nuclear program solely serves
peaceful purposes. They also emphasized that
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Tehran's right to the peaceful use of nuclear energy
should be "fully" respected. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
China 2] [Reuters]

Tensions have grown following a recent closed-door
meeting at the United Nations Security Council, where
six member states, including the U.S., discussed Iran’s
nuclear activities. Tehran criticized the meeting as an
inappropriate use of the Security Council, describing
the meeting as “unwarranted interference” in its
ongoing cooperation with the International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA), and maintaining that its nuclear
program is for peaceful purposes and is monitored by
the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). [Islamic
Republic News Agency]

However, the agency recently reported a significant
increase in Iran’s uranium enrichment, raising
concerns about potential weapons development. In
response, the U.S. has reinforced its "maximum
pressure" strategy, including ending a sanctions waiver
allowing Iraq to purchase electricity from Iran. [BBC]
[Anadolu Agency] [Al Jazeera]

Shortly before the trilateral meeting, the three
countries launched joint naval exercises in the Gulf of
Oman, marking their fifth consecutive year of military
drills. The Marine Security Belt 2025 exercises, which
began near Iran’s Chabahar port, focus on maritime
target strikes, damage control, and joint search-and-
rescue operations, involving daytime and nighttime
live-fire exercises against simulated threats. The drills
are being observed by naval delegations from
Azerbaijan, South Africa, Oman, Kazakhstan, Pakistan,
Qatar, Iraq, the UAE, and Sri Lanka.

While China and Russia do not regularly patrol Middle
Eastern waters, the region has seen increasing
militarization. Since late 2023, Yemen's Houthis -
believed to be backed by Iran, have attacked Israel-
linked vessels in the Red Sea, citing solidarity with
Palestinians in Gaza. [Al Jazeera]

In the latest development, Houthis launched an attack
on the USS Harry S. Truman and its escorting warships
in the northern Red Sea on March 16, firing 18 ballistic
and cruise missiles along with drones. The rebel group

stated that the strike was in retaliation for 47 U.S.
airstrikes, ordered by President Donald Trump, on
rebel-held areas in Yemen, including Sanaa and Saada
province. Saree warned that Yemeni forces would
continue targeting U.S. warships in the Red Sea and
Arabian Sea. Iran denied any involvement in the Houthi
attacks.
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Both the U.S. and the Houthis have signaled a potential
escalation following the airstrikes, which Washington
launched to deter attacks on military and commercial
vessels in a key global shipping route. The Houthis
have previously targeted international shipping in the
Red Sea, sinking two vessels, claiming their actions are
in solidarity with Palestinians amid Israel's war with
Hamas.Though these attacks paused after a January
ceasefire, the Houthis have threatened to resume
them if Israel does not lift its blockade of Gaza.

In response to Houthi threats, the U.S. and Western
allies have expanded their naval presence in the
region, forming a 10-nation force in December 2023 to
counter such attacks. The U.S. Navy also maintains a
fleet based in Bahrain. [euronews]

Japan’s Prime Minister stresses U.S. role in
achieving peace in Ukraine at UK virtual
summit

(adi) Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba has emphasized the
importance of U.S. involvement in efforts to achieve a
just and lasting peace in Ukraine, as the war with
Russia enters its fourth year.

In a written message delivered to a virtual summit on
March 16, hosted by the United Kingdom and attended
by Ukraine and European nations, Ishiba reaffirmed
Japan’s support for international diplomatic efforts to
end the conflict. “We can never tolerate unilateral
attempts to change the status quo by force like
Russia's aggression against Ukraine anywhere in the
world,” he said.

The Foreign Ministry noted Ishiba'’s strong
endorsement of the diplomatic initiatives led by
Europe and the United States. “Japan welcomes these
efforts,” the prime minister stated, highlighting the
need for coordinated action by the international
community. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan]

The summit followed recent developments in which
Ukraine expressed its willingness to accept a U.S.
proposal for a 30-day cease-fire. The Trump
administration has called on Moscow to engage in
negotiations to halt hostilities. [CNN]

Ishiba reiterated Japan’'s commitment to continue
assistance for Ukraine's reconstruction, in line with the
country's constitutional constraints that limit aid to
nonmilitary support. [Kyodo News]
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North Korea condemns accidental
bombing of civilians during South Korea-
U.S. military drill

(mm) North Korea continues to condemn the on-going
South Korean-U.S. joint military drills, warning the
recent accidental bombing of a civilian village by South
Korean fighter jets was an "ominous" sign that could
trigger a new armed conflict on the Korean Peninsula.
North Korean state media outlet Korean Central News
Agency (KCNA) demanded an immediate halt to the
"nuclear war" simulation, as Seoul and Washington
began their annual 11-day "Freedom Shield" joint
military exercise. [Yonhap News 1] [Korea JoongAng
Daily]

North Korea asserts the drills are the cause of rising
tensions on the Korean Peninsula, pointing to the
March 6 accident in which South Korean KF-16 fighter
jets mistakenly dropped eight bombs on a local village
near the inter-Korean border due to an Airforce pilot
entering the wrong coordinates (see AiR No. 10,
March/2025, 2). The incident injured 31 people,
including 19 civilians. [Yonhap News 1]

KCNA warns the bombing accident, that occurred just
south of the Inter-Korean border, could have led to a
potential cross-border clash with disastrous
consequences. The outlet stated that if a similar
accident occurred, North Korea would respond with
"merciless action without warning" that could "plunge
the Korean Peninsula, the region and the rest of the
world into a new armed conflict." Experts warn that
Pyongyang's latest remarks should not be
underestimated, with language like "merciless" and "no
warning", suggesting a more aggressive military
posture and state of military readiness. [Korea
JoongAng Daily]

The annual South Korean-U.S. Freedom Shield exercise
simulates an all-out war across all military domains
including land, air, sea, cyber and space. North Korea
has continuously denounced the military drills as
dangerous provocations that are rehearsals for an
invasion. Earlier last week Pyongyang launched close-
range ballistic missiles toward the Yellow Sea as an
apparent protest of the military exercise (see AiR AiR
No. 10, March/2025, 2). [Yonhap News 1] [Yonhap
News 2]

US and allies signal stronger support for
Taiwan
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(ce) The United States has reiterated its firm resolve to
deter any potential conflict in the Taiwan Strait,
according to remarks made by American Institute in
Taiwan (AIT) Director Raymond F. Greene. Speaking at
the Yushan Forum, Greene emphasized the US's
"abiding interest" in maintaining peace and stability,
opposing any unilateral changes to the status quo, and
pledging continued support for Taiwan's defense
capabilities.

Greene highlighted the significant global economic
impact of a potential conflict, noting it could cost over
10 percent of the global GDP. He praised President Lai
Ching-te's efforts to counter Chinese infiltration and
welcomed his commitment to increasing Taiwan's
defense budget. [Taiwan News 1]

The US also signaled its intent to collaborate with
regional partners to address shared security threats,
reinforcing its commitment to its allies in the Indo-
Pacific. This stance aligns with recent statements from
the G7, which has diverged from previous declarations
by omitting the traditional reference to the "One
China" policy. This omission, amidst heightened
tensions in the Taiwan Strait, reflects a broader trend
of nations reassessing their positions on Taiwan in
light of increased Chinese military activities.

Historically, the "One China" policy served as a
framework for acknowledging, but not recognizing,
Beijing's claim over Taiwan. The G7's decision may
indicate a recalibration of the bloc's approach,
mirroring a recent joint statement between the US and
Japan, which also expressed concerns about China's
actions towards Taiwan. Reports of China's
development of specialized amphibious landing
capabilities further contribute to regional security
concerns.

Further demonstrating US support, a bipartisan group
of US House lawmakers has introduced the "America
Supports Taiwan Act," legislation that would require all
federal agencies to replace the term "Chinese Taipei"
with "Taiwan" in official communications. The bill aims
to normalize Taiwan's international standing and
strengthen US policy against Chinese coercion.
Lawmakers argue that "Chinese Taipei" is a tool of
Beijing's diplomatic pressure and that the US should
recognize Taiwan as a key strategic partner. The
legislation mandates that all federal agencies update
their websites to reflect the change within 14 days of
enactment. The bill also expresses support for the
peaceful resolution of cross-strait differences. This
legislation, and the prior mentioned "Taiwan
Representative Office Act" both show a growing trend
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of US lawmakers trying to strengthen ties with Taiwan.
[Taipei Times]

Taiwan's President Lai Ching-te's administration faces
a complex security environment, navigating
relationships with various international partners. The
potential return of Donald Trump to the US presidency
adds a layer of uncertainty to US foreign policy towards
the region, given his past administration's approach to
China and Taiwan.

The G7's change in language may influence other
nations' policies towards Taiwan. However, it also has
the potential to elicit a response from Beijing, which
maintains its stance on reunification. The situation in
the Taiwan Strait remains a key factor in Indo-Pacific
regional dynamics, with the G7 declaration, military
activities, and potential shifts in US policy all
contributing to the evolving landscape. [Taiwan News
2]

US sanctions target Iranian oil network
across multiple countries

(Im) The U.S. Treasury Department has imposed new
sanctions on Iran’s oil trade network, targeting
companies and individuals in Sri Lanka, China, India,
Hong Kong, and Barbados for their involvement in
facilitating Iranian oil shipments. The measures, taken
by the Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) under
Executive Order 13902, aim to disrupt Iran’s petroleum
revenue and prevent its use of a "shadow fleet" to
evade sanctions.

Among those sanctioned is Marine Solution Pvt Ltd, a
Sri Lanka-based firm that serves as the technical
manager for the Barbados-flagged vessel SHANNON I,
which has been accused of shipping Iranian oil. Several
Hong Kong-based companies and vessels, including
PEACE HILL and CORONA FUN, were also designated
for their role in transporting Iranian oil to China.

Additionally, the U.S. Treasury targeted Iran’s Minister
of Petroleum, Mohsen Paknejad, who oversees Iran’s
multi-billion-dollar oil exports, including allocations to
Iran’s armed forces. Entities in India and China were
sanctioned for either facilitating Iran’s oil shipments or
storing Iranian crude. [Daily Mirror]

UN chief affirms support to Bangladesh
amid political transition and Rohingya
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crisis

(Im/zh/ij) UN Secretary-General Anténio Guterres,
during his visit to Bangladesh, reaffirmed the UN's
commitment to supporting the country as it navigates
a period of political transition and reform. Speaking in
Dhaka, Guterres highlighted Bangladesh'’s aspirations
for greater democracy, justice, and prosperity under
the interim government led by Chief Adviser
Muhammad Yunus. He described this as a pivotal
moment for the country and urged the international
community to play its part in ensuring a just and
inclusive future.

Bangladesh has been undergoing a significant
transition following the resignation and departure of
Sheikh Hasina last August, after weeks of student-led
protests. The protests culminated in a brutal
crackdown by security forces that reportedly left more
than 300 people dead, including children, and over
20,000 injured. Guterres assured Bangladesh of the
UN's steadfast partnership in fostering peace, national
dialogue, and stability during this transformative
period.

As part of his visit, the Secretary-General traveled to
Cox's Bazar, where he met Rohingya refugees and
participated in an Iftar meal with both refugees and
host community members. He commended
Bangladesh’s humanitarian efforts in sheltering over
one million Rohingya refugees who fled violence in
Myanmar, despite the significant economic, social, and
environmental burden. However, he warned of severe
consequences due to declining international funding
for Rohingya aid, describing potential food shortages
as an “unmitigated disaster” that could result in
suffering and deaths.

Guterres reiterated the need for a lasting solution to
the Rohingya crisis, emphasizing the importance of
safe, voluntary, dignified, and sustainable repatriation
to Myanmar. However, he expressed deep concern
over the escalating violence and human rights
violations in Myanmar, particularly in Rakhine state,
which continue to displace civilians both internally and
across borders. He urged all parties in Myanmar to
prioritize civilian protection and work towards
restoring democracy to create conditions for the
Rohingya's safe return.

In addition to discussing Bangladesh's political
transition and the Rohingya crisis, Guterres praised
Bangladesh’s contributions to UN peacekeeping
missions, recognizing the country as one of the largest
contributors of personnel to global peacekeeping
efforts. During his visit, he held meetings with Chief



Adviser Yunus, Foreign Adviser Md. Towhid Hossain,
High Representative on Rohingya Issues Khalilur
Rahman, as well as Bangladeshi youth representatives
and civil society members.

Guterres emphasized that Bangladesh’s ongoing
reforms and transitions require continued
international support and engagement, ensuring that
the country moves forward towards sustainable and
equitable development while maintaining regional
stability. [UN News]

EU to support Bangladesh’s election
process, plans observation mission

(Im) The European Union (EU) has pledged to support
Bangladesh in conducting elections that align with
international standards, offering both financial
assistance and technical expertise. EU Ambassador to
Bangladesh Michael Miller stated that the EU aims to
reinforce its partnership with the country, particularly
during this period of political transition.

Following a meeting between a five-member EU
delegation and Chief Election Commissioner AMM
Nasir Uddin, the EU also expressed its intent to deploy
an election observation mission in Bangladesh.
Officials noted that the EU delegation inquired about
the Election Commission’s (EC) preparations for the
upcoming national polls and assured support for the
interim government's electoral reforms.

Chief Election Commissioner Nasir Uddin reiterated
the EC's commitment to holding free, fair, and credible
elections, emphasizing that the commission operates
transparently and independently. He also confirmed
that Bangladesh has sufficient financial resources for
the elections, with a budget proposal already
submitted to the government. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh air force chief visits US for UN
peacekeeping discussions

Bangladesh Air Force (BAF) Chief of Air Staff Air Chief
Marshal Hasan Mahmood Khan has departed for the
United States on an official visit from March 17 to 19.
During his trip, he will hold discussions on the activities
of BAF units deployed in UN peacekeeping missions
and explore ways to enhance Bangladesh’s
contributions to global peacekeeping efforts.
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As part of his visit, he will meet with senior officials at
the United Nations headquarters, focusing on
strengthening coordination and cooperation between
the BAF and the UN. The visit is expected to reinforce
Bangladesh's engagement in peacekeeping missions
and expand bilateral cooperation in professional fields.

The air force chief is scheduled to return to
Bangladesh on March 21 after the completion of his
visit. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bhutan to host BIMSTEC's first Cultural
Industries Office

(Im) Bhutan has been selected to host the first-ever
BIMSTEC Cultural Industries Office (BCIO), a move
expected to enhance regional cooperation in cultural
preservation and creative industries. Cultural
cooperation is one of the 14 key sectors under the Bay
of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and
Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), and the BCIO aims
to promote traditional and contemporary cultural
expressions across its seven member states—Bhutan,
India, Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, and
Thailand.

Bhutan's commitment to hosting the BCIO dates back
to the first BIMSTEC Ministerial Meeting on Culture in
2006, which was held in Paro. The initiative was further
endorsed during the third BIMSTEC Summit in
Myanmar in 2014, where an agreement was signed to
establish both the BIMSTEC Cultural Industries
Commission (BCIC) and the BCIO. The recent BCIC
meeting in Thimphu reaffirmed Bhutan's leadership
role in cultural cooperation and set discussions in
motion to finalize the terms of reference and
operational framework for the BCIO.

As part of its mandate, Bhutan will appoint the first
BCIO director, with the position expected to rotate
among member states in the future. [Kuensel]

India’s Modi emphasizes cooperation with
China, peace with Pakistan, and mutual
trust with Trump

(Im) Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, in an
extensive podcast interview with Lex Fridman, a U.S.-
based artificial intelligence researcher and podcaster,
underscored the importance of dialogue and
cooperation in India’s foreign relations, particularly
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with China, Pakistan, and the United States. He
reiterated that while competition with China is natural,
it should never escalate into conflict. Addressing the
ongoing efforts to restore pre-2020 conditions along
the Line of Actual Control (LAC) following border
clashes, Modi emphasized that India and China, as
ancient civilizations, have historically learned from and
influenced each other. He stressed that their
cooperation is crucial for global stability and
prosperity. [The Hindu]

The Chinese government responded positively to
Modi's remarks, emphasizing that a "cooperative pas
de deux" between the two nations is the right
approach for both sides. [The Indian Express 1]

Turning to relations with Pakistan, Modi recalled his
2014 invitation to then-Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif for
his swearing-in ceremony as a gesture of goodwill.
However, he expressed disappointment that every
peace initiative with Pakistan had been met with
hostility and betrayal. Modi expressed hope that the
Pakistani leadership would prioritize peace,
recognizing the desire for stability among the Pakistani
people amidst persistent unrest and terrorism.

Discussing U.S.-India ties, Modi highlighted his close
relationship with President Donald Trump, describing
their bond as one of mutual trust and shared
nationalistic values. He praised Trump's courage and
leadership, recalling key moments of their interactions,
including the 2019 ‘Howdy Modi’ event and Trump's
resilience following an assassination attempt during
his re-election campaign. Modi stated that Trump's
second term has shown greater preparedness and a
clear strategic roadmap, expressing confidence in the
U.S. administration’s ability to implement its vision.
[The Hindu]

In a notable remark on domestic politics, Modi
dismissed claims that the 2002 Gujarat riots were the
worst in the state’s history, calling such assertions
“misinformation.” He pointed to past communal
clashes in Gujarat, including the 1969 riots, which
lasted nearly six months. He attributed the volatile
environment leading up to 2002 to global and
domestic terror incidents, including the Kandahar
hijacking in 1999, the 9/11 attacks, and the December
2001 Indian Parliament attack. [The Indian Express 2]

At the time of the riots, Modi was the Chief Minister of
Guijarat, and his administration faced widespread
criticism for its handling of the violence. The riots
followed the burning of the Sabarmati Express in
Godhra on February 27, 2002, which killed 59 Hindu
karsevaks and triggered months of violence. According
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to official figures, 254 Hindus and 790 Muslims were
killed, with 223 reported missing and tens of
thousands displaced. Modi's government was accused
of failing to act decisively to prevent the violence, with
some critics alleging complicity by state authorities.

Global intelligence chiefs meet in Delhi
ahead of Raisina Dialogue, focus on
security cooperation

(Im) India hosted a high-level meeting of global
intelligence and security chiefs on March 16, focusing
on counterterrorism, intelligence-sharing, immigration,
and extradition. The conference, chaired by National
Security Advisor (NSA) Ajit Doval, was attended by
intelligence leaders from over 28 countries, including
representatives from the Five Eyes alliance—Australia,
Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the
United States. The meeting took place a day before the
Raisina Dialogue, India's flagship international
conference on geopolitics and security.

U.S. Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard
attended the intelligence conclave and also held a
bilateral meeting with Doval to discuss strengthening
intelligence-sharing mechanisms between India and
the U.S. The meeting emphasized deepening
cooperation in counterterrorism and transnational
crimes as part of the broader India-U.S. global strategic
partnership. Gabbard's visit marks the first high-level
engagement with India from the Trump administration
since the start of its second term.

The conference was organized by India's external
intelligence agency, the Research and Analysis Wing
(R&AW), along with the National Security Council
Secretariat (NSCS), and is modeled on global security
forums like the Munich Security Conference and the
Shangri-La Dialogue. The intelligence gathering, first
hosted in 2022, has since become a key platform for
security coordination between India and its strategic
partners. [The Hindu] [The Indian Express] [Deccan
Herald]

Train hijacking in Pakistan’s Balochistan
leaves 31 dead, sparks tensions with
Afghanistan and India

(sn/tj/afk) A deadly train hijacking by Baloch Liberation
Army (BLA) militants in Pakistan's border province of
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Balochistan on March 12 left at least 26 people dead,
including 21 passengers and four paramilitary troops.

The attack began when BLA operatives planted
explosives on railway tracks, forcing the train carrying
nearly 450 passengers to halt inside a tunnel. The
militants killed the train driver before taking 214
hostages, demanding the release of Baloch political
prisoners within 48 hours. After a two-day standoff,
the Pakistan Army launched a clearance operation,
killing 33 militants and rescuing over 400 passengers.
The attack marked an unprecedented escalation in
Baloch insurgent tactics, as it was the first large-scale
hostage-taking incident on a train in Pakistan. [Arab
News 1] [DAWN 1]

Following the attack, Pakistan's military and
intelligence agencies accused Afghanistan of harboring
the BLA operatives responsible for orchestrating the
assault. According to Pakistan's Inter-Services Public
Relations (ISPR), intelligence reports confirmed that
BLA militants were in direct communication with
handlers in Afghanistan via satellite phones
throughout the attack.

Islamabad demanded that Kabul crack down on Baloch
separatist militants allegedly operating from its soil.
However, the Afghan Taliban rejected these
allegations, calling them "baseless" and urging Pakistan
to focus on resolving its internal security issues instead
of blaming external actors. [Arab News 2] [Arab News
3] [Voice of America]

The tensions between Afghanistan and Pakistan are
particularly significant, as they coincide with the
resumption of talks on reopening the Torkham border,
which had been closed due to security concerns. The
discussions also covered the possibility of a temporary
ceasefire, potentially lasting until mid-June, although
details remain uncertain. While no agreement on the
border’'s reopening was reached, the talks ended on a
positive note, with Afghanistan requesting additional
time to consult with higher authorities. [DAWN 2]

Pakistan's military also accused India of sponsoring the
BLA, with Army officials alleging that New Delhi has
long backed separatist movements in Balochistan. The
officials referenced the 2016 arrest of Indian naval
officer Kulbhushan Jadhav, who was convicted of
espionage and alleged links to Baloch insurgents.
While Pakistan did not provide direct evidence linking
India to the latest train attack, officials claimed that
New Delhi has been actively supporting militant
activities in Balochistan. India denied the allegations,
calling them "baseless." [The Guardian]
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Internationally, the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) strongly condemned the attack, emphasizing
that all forms of terrorism pose a global security threat
and urging international cooperation to bring those
responsible to justice. The Organization of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC) also denounced the incident,
expressing solidarity with Pakistan and the victims'
families. [Arab News 4] [Arab News 5] [The Nation]

Domestically, Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif and
President Asif Ali Zardari condemned the "inhumane
and reprehensible" attack, calling for national unity
against terrorism. Sharif visited Quetta to review
security measures, emphasizing a joint civilian-military
approach to counter growing insurgencies in
Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Military officials
warned that the scale and coordination of the attack
signal a "change in the rules of the game" for
counterterrorism operations. [Arab News 6] [Arab
News 7]

‘Significant progress’ made in first IMF
review of Pakistan’'s USD 7 billion loan
program

(afk/Im) Pakistan and the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) have made significant progress in the first
biannual review of the USD 7 billion Extended Fund
Facility (EFF), with negotiations focusing on fiscal policy,
tax reforms, and revenue targets. A successful review
will release USD 1 billion in funding, supporting
Pakistan’s ongoing economic recovery efforts. The IMF
has praised Pakistan’s fiscal policies, citing progress in
reducing public debt, maintaining tight monetary
policy, and implementing structural reforms to
improve economic growth and social spending. [Arab
News 1]

As part of the review, the IMF has asked Pakistan to
increase revenue collection, setting a tax target
exceeding USD 54 billion and pushing for a higher tax-
to-GDP ratio. While Pakistan has argued for lower tax
rates to prevent capital flight, it has made notable
progress in broadening the tax base, with a 30 percent
increase in new taxpayer registrations. However,
challenges remain in taxing traders and real estate
dealers, with the IMF expressing concern over slow
progress in these sectors. Pakistan is expanding its
point-of-sale network to improve tax compliance and
has revised its tax objectives to reflect economic
realities. [The Nation]

Alongside tax reforms, discussions covered Pakistan’s
climate reform agenda, focusing on reducing
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vulnerabilities to natural disasters. Islamabad is
seeking an additional USD 1.5 billion under the IMF's
Resilience and Sustainability Facility (RSF) to support
climate-related initiatives. The IMF acknowledged
progress in climate reform negotiations, signaling
potential future support. [The Express Tribune]

Amid these developments, Moody'’s, a U.S.-based
credit rating agency that assesses financial stability
and investment risks, has upgraded Pakistan’'s banking
sector outlook from stable to positive, citing improving
macroeconomic conditions and resilient financial
performance. The rating agency pointed to slowing
inflation, which fell to 1.5 percent in February, and
projected economic growth of 3 percent in 2025, up
from 2.5 percent in 2024. The positive outlook aligns
with Pakistan’'s Caa2 positive rating, issued in August
2024.

Despite the positive shift, Pakistan’s long-term debt
sustainability remains a concern, given its weak fiscal
position and high external vulnerability risks. Moody's
expects inflation to average 8 percent in 2025, down
from 23 percent in 2024, easing pressure on borrowing
costs and monetary policy. The banking sector remains
heavily exposed to sovereign debt, with government
securities accounting for nearly half of total banking
assets. [Arab News 2]

Lashkar-e-Taiba commander, nephew of
founder Hafiz Saeed killed in Pakistan

(Im) Zia-ur-Rehman, also known as Abu Qatal, a senior
Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) commander and nephew of LeT
founder Hafiz Saeed, was shot dead by unidentified
gunmen in Pakistan's Punjab province on March 15.
His security guard was also killed in the attack.

LeT is a Pakistan-based militant organization,
designated as a terrorist group by India, the United
States, and the United Nations, known for carrying out
attacks in India, including the 2008 Mumbai attacks.

Rehman was a key handler of LeT operations in
Poonch and Rajouri, where he was allegedly involved in
multiple attacks, including the Dhangri village killings
(2023), Reasi Bus Attack (2024), and Bhatta-Durian
ambush (2023). He had been charge-sheeted by India’s
National Investigation Agency (NIA) under the Unlawful
Activities (Prevention) Act.

Rehman, who was born in Sindh, Pakistan, was in
charge of LeT's Khuiratta dets, a unit facilitating
infiltration into Jammu and Kashmir. He was reportedly
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one of Hafiz Saeed’s most trusted operatives and a key
link between LeT fighters in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir
(PoK) and Sindh. His assassination is the latest in a
series of killings of militant commanders in Pakistan
and PoK over the past three years. [The Hindu]

Following Rehman'’s death, analysts have speculated
that Hafiz Saeed may face a similar fate. Some
observers argue that those tracking Saeed and other
LeT operatives are closing in. Others suggest that
Saeed may have increased his security measures,
possibly seeking additional protection from the
Pakistani military. Unconfirmed reports have also
raised speculation that Saeed himself may have been
injured in the attack, as another person wounded in
the incident was admitted to a Pakistani military
hospital, with authorities remaining tight-lipped about
their identity. [NDTV]

Seychelles President Ramkalawan seeks
green investments in collaboration with
UNIDO delegation

(db) On March 14, Seychelles’ President Wavel
Ramkalawan hosted a delegation from Climate
Parliaments and the United Nations Industrial
Development Organization (UNIDO) at the State
House. The meeting took place within the framework
of the Parliamentary Forum on Climate Financing, a
UNIDO-backed initiative supported by the Green
Climate Fund, spanning fifteen African countries. The
initiative aims to foster dialogue between
parliamentarians, ministries, global lenders, and the
Seychelles National Youth Assembly.

Ramkalawan reaffirmed the government's
commitment to environmental protection and
endorsed the forum’s objectives. Discussions with the
UNIDO delegation focused on Seychelles’ climate
challenges, renewable energy expansion, and
sustainable tourism development. [Office of the
President of the Republic of Seychelles]

EU grants USD 16 million to help boost
Cambodia’s rural economy

(mfr) The European Investment Bank (EIB Global) has
provided a EUR 15 million (USD 16.27 million) grant to
Cambodia to enhance rural economic development
and agricultural trade. The agreement was signed on
March 15 by EIB Vice President Nicola Beer and
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Cambodia’s Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of
Economy and Finance Aun Pornmoniroth.

The grant is part of the EU-backed ASPIRE-AT program,
which now totals nearly EUR 80 million in support for
Cambodia’s agricultural sector. It aims to strengthen
food security, increase farmers’ incomes, and expand
market access. The funding will improve agricultural
infrastructure, including transportation, storage
facilities, and the construction of the Koh Khsach Tonle
Bridge in Kandal province.

Approximately 100,000 farmers, representing over
25,000 families and 500 agricultural cooperatives, are
expected to benefit. [Khmer Times]

Indonesia approves Congo’s membership
in Council of Palm Oil Producing Countries

(dqgl) Indonesia has approved the Republic of Congo's
full membership in the Council of Palm Oil Producing
Countries (CPOPCQ), positioning it as the first African
nation to join the organization. Senior Minister
Airlangga Hartarto signed a circular confirming
Indonesia's approval, with final endorsement pending
from Malaysia, Honduras, and Papua New Guinea.

Previously a guest and observer country, Congo'’s
accession is expected to strengthen CPOPC's global
influence and expand its role in the palm oil market.
Indonesia views Congo's membership as a strategic
move to address trade barriers, though it did not
specify particular challenges. CPOPC members have
been vocal against the European Union’s anti-
deforestation regulation, which they argue could
negatively impact palm oil exports.

Founded by Indonesia and Malaysia in 2015, CPOPC
later welcomed Honduras (2018) and Papua New
Guinea (2024). Nigeria and Ghana currently hold
observer status. In 2023, Congo cultivated 340,000
hectares of oil palm, producing 2.2 million fresh fruit
bunches and employing 54,000 workers. [Jakarta
Globe]

UN chief calls for separate dialogue with
Arakan Army on Rohingya affairs

(hw) United Nations Secretary-General Anténio
Guterres stated on March 15 that the Arakan Army (AA)
needs to be treated as a separate entity and consulted
regarding Rohingya affairs. His comments came in
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response to questions from journalists following his
visit to the Cox’s Bazar refugee camp in Bangladesh. He
emphasized that the difficult history between the
Rakhine people and the Rohingyas should be
acknowledged, and that the AA must be involved in
discussions if the Rohingyas are to receive their full
rights upon repatriation.

This marks the first time the UN Secretary-General has
called for separate dialogue with the AA. Since late
2024, the AA has controlled Butitaung and Maungdaw
districts in Rakhine State, the two areas where most
Rohingyas live. Guterres also called for the
international community's support for the successful
repatriation of the Rohingyas and stressed the need to
intensify humanitarian assistance to Myanmar in order
to create a favorable environment for repatriation.
[BBC News, in Burmese]

Bhutan, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, North
Korea, Pakistan among 41 countries on US
draft travel ban, travel restriction list

(hw) The Trump administration is reportedly
considering imposing travel bans and strict travel
restrictions on 43 countries worldwide. Targeted
countries covered by AiR include Bhutan, Cambodia,
Laos, Myanmar, North Korea, and Pakistan. The
countries under consideration are categorized into
three tiers.

Citizens of 11 first-tier countries, which include Bhutan
and North Korea, will be denied visas altogether.

Citizens of 10 second-tier countries, including Laos,
Myanmar and Pakistan, face severe visa restrictions,
affecting tourist, education, and immigrant visas, with
only a few exceptions.

The 22 third-class countries, including Pakistan, will be
warned that they will face visa restrictions unless they

take action to address deficiencies within 60 days. [The
New York Times]

Belgian journalist arrested by Indian
officials after illegal entry in Myanmar

(nf) Belgian freelance journalist Simon Clément was
arrested by Indian officials at Lengpui Airport in the
state of Mizoram after he was discovered carrying two
spent cartridges, one of an AK-47 rifle, on him. Clément
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was said to have entered illegally into Myanmar before
coming back to India, where he was arrested on March
5.

He faces trial under Section 14 of the Foreigners' Act,
1946, and Section 25 (1-B) of the Arms Act, 1959,
which, if proven guilty, can land him in jail for two to
five years. He also faces charges of entering Myanmar
illegally under India's Foreigners Act. Following his
initial arrest at Side Ram Police Station, an Aizawl
district court sentenced his judicial custody on March
9, after which he was sent to central jail.

Clément's case reflects heightened security issues in
the area, with Indian authorities having strengthened
border security since there have been reports of
foreign reporters illegally crossing into Myanmar's Chin
State, where fighting is fierce. Mizoram, a Protected
and Restricted Area, even needs special permission for
Indian nationals to enter.

A Belgian independent photographer, Clément has
made his reputation reporting in conflict zones in the
world and working in war-torn the Middle East, Mexico,
among other places. His arrest points to the hazards
that journalists live with while writing from sensitive or
off-limits areas. [Mizzima]

World Food Program terminates food
assistance for more than one million
Myanmar people

(hw) The World Food Program (WFP) announced on
March 14 that, due to funding shortages, it will cease
food assistance to more than one million people in
Myanmar starting in April. This decision comes amid
escalating conflict, increasing forced displacement, and
severe restrictions on aid delivery.

WEFP’'s Myanmar Country Director, Michael Dunford,
stated that the move will significantly impact the
people in Myanmar who rely on WFP aid as their
primary means of survival. Due to the funding
shortfall, WFP says it can only provide assistance to
35,000 individuals, including children under five,
pregnant women, and disabled people.

WEFP further explained that it needs USD 60 million to
continue providing assistance in Myanmar, although it
did not specify how long this funding would last. The
organization also reported that more than 15 million
people are currently facing food shortages in
Myanmar, a two-million increase from the previous


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-iuk/

year. [Myanmar Pressphoto Agency, in Burmese] [CTV
News]

US issues visa bans on Thai officials over
Uyghur deportations

(msz/bk) The United States and the European
Parliament have condemned Thailand's recent
deportation of Uyghur refugees to China, with
Washington imposing visa sanctions on Thai officials
and Brussels urging legal reforms.

U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio announced on
March 15 that Thai officials involved in the deportation
of at least 40 Uyghurs on February 27 would face visa
restrictions. The U.S. State Department warned that
the deported Uyghurs are at risk of torture and
enforced disappearances in China and reaffirmed its
opposition to Beijing's efforts to pressure governments
into forcibly returning members of the ethnic minority.
The sanctions could also extend to family members of
the affected Thai officials. [Thai PBS World 1] [Reuters]

Just a day earlier, the European Parliament passed a
resolution on March 14 condemning both the
deportations and Thailand's lese-majeste law, which
criminalizes insults against the monarchy under
Section 112 of the Criminal Code. The resolution
described the deportations as a violation of
international law, citing reports that some detained
Uyghurs died due to inhumane conditions in Thai
immigration centers. It called on Thailand to halt
further forced returns of refugees, grant the UNHCR
access to detained Uyghur asylum seekers, and
implement a transparent asylum system.

Additionally, it urged the Thai government to amend or
repeal the lese-majeste law, grant amnesty to activists
and politicians prosecuted under Section 112, and
ensure freedom of expression and political
participation. The European Commission was
instructed to use free trade negotiations as leverage to
push Thailand to reform its laws and halt further
deportations of Uyghurs. [Thai PBS World 2] [Bangkok
Post 1]

Slovenia has also joined in the criticism. During a two-
day official visit to Thailand, Slovenian Deputy Prime
Minister and Foreign Minister Tanja Fajon expressed
regret over the deportation and voiced concerns about
the treatment of the Uyghurs under Chinese
authorities. She stressed that Thailand, as a member of
the UN Human Rights Council, should uphold human
rights principles in its policies. While acknowledging
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the controversy, she emphasized that Slovenia’s
diplomatic ties with Thailand remain strong and that
European nations could play a more active role in
ensuring respect for human rights. [Thai PBS World 3]

In response to growing international pressure,
Thailand emphasized that it remains committed to
maintaining strong relations with both the U.S. and the
EU. The government defended its actions, insisting that
the deportations were conducted in full compliance
with humanitarian principles. It reiterated that China
had provided assurances regarding the safety of the
deported Uyghurs and that Thai authorities would
follow up on their well-being. Still, the government has
stated that it plans to send a delegation to China to
visit the deported Uyghurs and verify their safety.
[Bangkok Post 2] [Bangkok Post 3]

Deputy Prime Minister and Defense Minister
Phumtham Wechayachai announced that Thai media,
including print, TV, and online outlets, would be invited
to join the trip to China’s Xinjiang region on March 18
to assess the well-being of the repatriated Uyghurs.
The trip, organized at Beijing's invitation, aims to
counter domestic and international condemnation by
showing that the Uyghurs are not facing life-
threatening circumstances.

However, opposition MP Rangsiman Rome questioned
the transparency of the media selection process,
alleging that only pro-government outlets were
chosen. Phumtham dismissed these concerns, stating
that media selection was based on influence and
ratings, with logistical constraints limiting the number
of journalists who could participate. [Thai PBS World 4]

Meanwhile, Commerce Minister Pichai Naripthaphan
sought to downplay concerns that the European
Parliament's resolution would affect free trade
agreement (FTA) negotiations, stating that discussions
with the EU remain on track, with the next round
scheduled for March 31 to April 4. He reaffirmed that
Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra aims to finalize
the FTA by the end of the year. [The Nation 1] [The
Nation 2]

Vietnam establishes baseline for
territorial sea in Gulf of Tonkin

(hn) Vietnam has officially established the baseline for
calculating its territorial sea in the Gulf of Tonkin,
following Resolution No. 68/NQ-UBTVQH15 issued on
February 14, 2025, by the National Assembly Standing
Committee.
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This move aligns with Vietnam's commitments under
the 1982 UNCLOS and the 2012 Law of the Sea,
ensuring compliance with international treaties,
including the 2000 maritime delimitation agreement
with China. The baseline defines Vietnam'’s maritime
zones, strengthening its legal framework for
sovereignty, economic development, and maritime
management while promoting international
cooperation. [Viethamnews1]

The United Nations Secretary-General announced that
Vietnam has officially deposited a chart and a list of
geographic coordinates defining its baseline for
measuring the breadth of its territorial sea in the Gulf
of Tonkin.

On March 7, 2025, Vietnam submitted the documents
under Article 16(2) of the 1982 UNCLOS. The details
were published on the UN website on March 14, and
Vietnam's official statement from February 21 will
appear in the next issue of the UN's Law of the Sea
Bulletin. [Viethamnews2]

Vietnam’s Da Nang expands international
air links with new routes to Kazakhstan
and beyond

(hn) Air Astana will launch a new Almaty-Da Nang route
on June 4, 2025, increasing its weekly flights to nine,
including routes to Nha Trang and Phu Quoc. SCAT
Airlines is also planning direct flights from Astana to Da
Nang. This expansion follows growing cooperation
between Kazakhstan and Da Nang, reinforced by a
recent Memorandum of Understanding with Aktau.

Da Nang continues to strengthen its international
connections, with new routes from Cebu Pacific Air
(Manila), Royal Air (Philippines), Vietnam Airlines
(Bangkok, Osaka), and Myanmar Airways (Yangon).

In 2024, Da Nang International Airport handled 13.4
million passengers, with 6.2 million international
arrivals, and managed 32,400 tons of cargo. With 24
direct routes, including 16 international ones, the city
is reinforcing its role as a major travel and investment
hub. [Vietnaminsiders]

China expands Bangladesh investment as
interim leader Yunus prepares for
landmark Beijing visit
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(Im) China is set to deepen its economic ties with
Bangladesh as Longi, the world’s largest solar panel
manufacturer, announced plans to invest in solar
panel production and open an office in the country.
The announcement was made by Chinese Ambassador
to Bangladesh Yao Wen, who stated that several
leading Chinese solar companies had explored
investment opportunities following an invitation from
Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus. At least two firms,
including Longi, have confirmed their plans to set up
operations in Bangladesh.

Yao Wen emphasized that Chinese firms have emerged
as the largest investors in Bangladesh since August 5,
when the previous government under ex-Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina was removed. He noted that
dozens of Chinese companies are preparing to invest,
particularly with a dedicated Chinese export
processing zone expected to become operational
soon. Yunus welcomed the investment, positioning
Bangladesh as an ideal manufacturing hub for exports
to Western markets. He also encouraged Chinese
hospital chains to invest in Bangladesh'’s healthcare
sector, citing an urgent need for high-quality medical
facilities. [Dhaka Tribune 1]

The deepening relationship between the two countries
will be further reinforced by Yunus's upcoming visit to
China on March 26, which the Chinese ambassador
described as the most important in the 50-year-long
bilateral relationship. During his trip, Peking University
will confer an honorary doctorate upon Yunus, and he
will deliver a speech at the university. He is also
scheduled to attend and speak at the Boao Forum,
often called the “Davos of the East”, where his session
will focus on Asia’s evolving role in a changing world,
alongside China's executive vice premier.

On March 28, Yunus is expected to meet with Chinese
President Xi Jinping, and the two countries will issue a
joint statement following their discussions. The visit
marks Yunus's first bilateral foreign trip as chief
adviser and signals Bangladesh’s growing economic
and diplomatic engagement with China. [Dhaka
Tribune 2]

Bangladesh and Japan discuss PPP
projects in transport and infrastructure

(ij) Bangladesh and Japan have engaged in discussions
to strengthen collaboration on transport and
infrastructure projects through public-private
partnerships (PPP). The meeting, held in Dhaka on
March 12, focused on enhancing economic ties and
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accelerating key development initiatives between the
two nations.

During the discussions, Japanese Ambassador to
Bangladesh lwama Kiminori met with Salman F.
Rahman, Private Industry and Investment Adviser to
the Prime Minister, to explore potential investment
opportunities. Both sides emphasized the need for
increased Japanese participation in Bangladesh’s
transport and infrastructure sectors, particularly in
metro rail, highways, and port development. Japan has
already played a significant role in Bangladesh’s major
infrastructure projects, including the ongoing MRT
Line-6 and Matarbari deep-sea port developments.

The discussions also highlighted the importance of
leveraging Japan's expertise in sustainable and efficient
urban development. Bangladesh expressed interest in
expanding cooperation beyond infrastructure, focusing
on industrialization, technology transfer, and
investment-friendly policies. The Japanese envoy
reaffirmed Japan's commitment to supporting
Bangladesh’s development and emphasized the strong
diplomatic and economic ties between the two nations.
[Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh refutes US senior intelligence
official’'s remarks on minority persecution

(Im) The interim government of Bangladesh, led by
Muhammad Yunus, has strongly rejected U.S. National
Intelligence Director Tulsi Gabbard’s comments about
the alleged persecution of religious minorities in the
country. Gabbard's statements, made during an
interview with an Indian TV channel, were described as
"misleading and damaging" to Bangladesh'’s image. The
government emphasized that Gabbard's comments,
which linked the country to an "Islamist caliphate,"
were not based on any evidence or specific allegations.

In her remarks, Gabbard claimed that the persecution
of minorities such as Hindus, Buddhists, and Christians
in Bangladesh had been a significant concern for the
U.S. government. She further alleged that Bangladesh
was grappling with the threat of Islamic terrorism
rooted in extremist ideology. However, Bangladesh's
Chief Adviser's office refuted these claims, asserting
that they unfairly painted the entire nation with a
broad and unjustified brush.

The statement noted that Bangladesh's practice of
Islam has traditionally been inclusive and peaceful,
highlighting the country's significant progress in
combating extremism and terrorism. It also
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condemned any efforts to link Bangladesh with
extremist ideologies and stressed that political leaders
should base their statements on factual information to
avoid fueling harmful stereotypes and sectarian
tensions.

The interim government affirmed its commitment to
addressing extremism through cooperation with
international partners, including the U.S., and
emphasized the importance of engaging in
constructive dialogue based on mutual respect for
sovereignty and security. [The Hindu]

Bangladesh seeks Iranian investment in
agriculture

(Im) Bangladesh has urged Iran to invest in its
agricultural sector to strengthen bilateral trade and
economic ties. During a meeting on March 16,
Commerce Ministry Adviser Sk Bashir Uddin called on
Iranian Ambassador Mansour Chavoshi to expand
commercial cooperation, highlighting that trade
between the two nations remains below its potential.

Both sides discussed ways to enhance bilateral trade
and investment, emphasizing their cultural, religious,
and linguistic ties. The Iranian ambassador
acknowledged that while Iran sees Bangladesh as a
close friend, commercial relations lack a strong
foundation. He expressed Iran’s interest in deepening
economic engagement with Bangladesh, particularly in
agriculture. [Dhaka Tribune]

Gambia seeks Bangladesh's support in
pursuing genocide case against Myanmar

(ij) On March 12, Gambian Foreign Minister Mamadou
Tangara met with Bangladesh's interim leader, Chief
Adviser Muhammad Yunus, in Dhaka. During the
meeting, Tangara briefed Yunus about Gambia's
ongoing genocide case against Myanmar, aimed at
securing justice for the persecuted Rohingya Muslims.

Tangara assured Yunus of Gambia's strong
commitment to the cause, highlighting the country's
president's support for the case. Yunus expressed
gratitude for Gambia's efforts, emphasizing the
significance of international support for the case's
success. He also thanked Tangara for Gambia’s
consistent advocacy on behalf of the Rohingya people.
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In addition to the genocide case, the two leaders
discussed ways to strengthen trade relations between
their countries. Yunus reiterated Bangladesh's efforts
to mobilize humanitarian aid for the Rohingya,
including providing food and medical assistance, and
called for measures to prevent further displacement.
They also highlighted the potential of microcredit in
promoting peace and stability, particularly in conflict-
affected regions of Africa. [Dhaka Tribune]

New Bhutan-India power agreements to
enhance energy cooperation

(Im) Bhutan and India have strengthened their energy
partnership with the signing of four key power
purchase and sale agreements in Thimphu on March
10. The agreements, signed between Bhutan’s Druk
Green Power Corporation (DGPC) and India’s PTC India,
aim to facilitate seamless cross-border electricity trade,
ensuring energy security and economic benefits for
both countries.

The first agreement extends the existing Power
Purchase Agreement (PPA) for electricity exports from
the 336 MW Chhukha hydropower plant to India for
two more years, until December 31, 2026. The second
agreement allows Bhutan to import up to 2,000 MW of
electricity from India during the winter months of
2025-2026 when river discharge is low. The third
agreement, an amendment to the Nikachhu Power
Export Agreement, increases Bhutan's power export
capacity from the 118 MW Nikachhu hydropower plant
to the Indian energy exchange from 50 MW to 60 MW.
The fourth agreement extends the export of surplus
summer power from the 64 MW Basochhu
hydropower plant to India for another year. [Kuensel]

Singapore opens job market for
Bhutanese skilled workers

(Im) Singapore has included Bhutan in its list of Non-
Traditional Source (NTS) countries, allowing Bhutanese
skilled workers to seek employment in key sectors
such as manufacturing and services starting June 1.
The decision was announced by Singaporean
Manpower Minister Tan See Leng during a
parliamentary debate and places Bhutan alongside
Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, the Philippines, Sri Lanka,
and Thailand in Singapore’s labor market.
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Under the new Work Permit Framework, Bhutanese
workers will be eligible for positions such as cooks,
welders, food processing staff, hotel housekeepers,
riggers, and metal workers. Employers hiring workers
from NTS countries must adhere to a sub-Dependency
Ratio Ceiling (sub-DRC) of eight percent and offer a
minimum fixed monthly salary of SGD 2,000. The
framework also removes the previous 14-year
employment cap for NTS workers and raises the
maximum age limit from 60 to 63 years.

A small number of Bhutanese professionals, including
doctors, registered nurses, and sales personnel,
already work in Singapore under the S Pass and
Employment Pass categories. Until now, Bhutanese
nationals could only earn income in Singapore while
studying. [Kuensel]

Brunei, United Kingdom strengthen ties in
fourth Strategic Dialogue

(ga) Brunei and the United Kingdom have reaffirmed
their commitment to strengthening bilateral
cooperation in security, trade, education, and
environmental sustainability through the fourth UK-
Brunei Strategic Dialogue held in Bandar Seri Begawan.
Hosted by Brunei's Minister of Foreign Affairs Il Erywan
Yusof and co-chaired by UK Minister for the Indo-
Pacific Catherine West on March 13, the dialogue
brought together senior officials from both
governments.

Discussions highlighted key developments, including
the renewal of the Garrison Agreement, securing the
UK'’s military presence in Brunei for another five years,
and the UK's ratification of the Comprehensive and
Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership
(CPTPP), which opens new trade and investment
opportunities, particularly in clean energy and
education. The UK-Brunei Green Economy Framework
and the UK-Brunei Trade Mission were also recognized
for their role in economic diversification and industrial
decarbonization.

Other significant milestones include the second
bilateral Maritime Dialogue, the Study UK Education
Fair, and judicial exchanges between both nations.

The dialogue, established in 2021, continues to expand
areas of collaboration, reinforcing UK-Brunei relations
within the broader ASEAN and Indo-Pacific framework.
West expressed appreciation for Brunei's hospitality
and looked forward to the next Strategic Dialogue in
the UK in 2026. [Borneo Bulletin]



https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-dyr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-dyy/

Cambodia, China vow to strengthen
cooperation in water resources
management

(dgl) Cambodia and China have pledged to deepen
cooperation in water resources management to
promote sustainable development and address
climate challenges. The commitment was reaffirmed
during a meeting between Cambodian Minister of
Water Resources and Meteorology Thor Chetha and
Chinese Minister of Water Resources Li Guoying in
Phnom Penh.

Highlighting the importance of China's support in
advancing Cambodia’'s development goals, especially in
agriculture and resilience to natural disasters, Thor
Chetha outlined key priorities, including modernizing
irrigation systems, improving weather forecasting, and
enhancing transboundary water cooperation.

Both ministers discussed areas for deeper
collaboration, including increased investment in water
infrastructure, capacity building, expansion of
hydrometeorological networks, and joint research on
water conservation and climate resilience. [Khmer
Times 1]

Meanwhile, Cambodia’'s Ministry of Industry, Science,
Technology, and Innovation (MISTI) has partnered with
China’s Ministry of Water Resources and UNICEF to
launch the China-Cambodia-UNICEF South-South
Cooperation Project on Climate-Resilient Water,
Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH). The project aims to
ensure vulnerable communities have access to clean,
safe, and climate-resilient water and sanitation
services, addressing the growing threats posed by
climate change.

The program will receive technical and financial
support from China’s Ministry of Water Resources and
UNICEF China. [Khmer Times 2]

Cambodia seeks increased Chinese
investment in infrastructure

(sal) Cambodia is actively encouraging Chinese
enterprises to boost infrastructure investment,
particularly in the aviation sector. The country has
invited Henan Airport Investment Group, a
shareholder of Air Cambodia, to expand business
connectivity between Cambodia and China.
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Sun Chanthol, Vice President of the Council for the
Development of Cambodia (CDC), emphasized the
government's commitment to strengthening economic
ties with China. He stated that Cambodia is considering
expanding its network of destinations to enhance
regional connectivity and attract more foreign
investment. [The Phnom Penh Post]

India strengthens trade and tourism ties
with Cambodia

(mfr) India’s Ambassador to Cambodia, Bawitlung
Vanlalvawna, has committed to strengthening
economic and tourism cooperation between the two
nations. During a meeting with Senate President Hun
Sen on March 13, he emphasized India's focus on
expanding trade, investment, and business
opportunities in Cambodia. Hun Sen welcomed the
initiative and called for increased financial exchanges
and additional direct flights to facilitate travel and
economic growth.

In 2024, Cambodia recorded 77,632 Indian visitors, a
12.8 percent increase from the previous year,
according to the Ministry of Tourism. Currently, Air
Cambodia operates direct flights between Phnom
Penh and New Delhi, while IndiGo connects Kolkata
and Siem Reap. Vanlalvawna highlighted the potential
for further tourism growth through improved
connectivity and collaboration.

Despite strong diplomatic ties, trade between the two
countries declined in 2024. The General Department of
Customs and Excise reported a 29 percent drop in
bilateral trade, totaling USD 345.05 million. Cambodia’s
exports to India fell by 47.3 percent to USD 154.32
million, while India’s exports to Cambodia saw a slight
decrease of 1 percent to USD 190.72 million.

Vanlalvawna reaffirmed India’s commitment to
strengthening trade and investment, stating that both
nations should work toward maximizing economic
potential. He also announced plans to collaborate on a
special celebration in 2027 to mark the 75th
anniversary of diplomatic relations, further solidifying
bilateral cooperation. [The Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia, Philippines commit to deepen
military cooperation
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(dgl) The Cambodian and Philippine armies have
pledged to strengthen their cooperation through joint
training, exercises, and visits at all levels. This pledge
was made during the official visit of General Mao
Sophan, Deputy Commander-in-Chief of the Royal
Cambodian Armed Forces, to the Philippines from
March 13 to 16.

During the visit, Sophan met with Lieutenant General
Roy M. Galido, Commander of the Philippine Army.
Both commanders expressed satisfaction with the
strong relations between their armed forces and
affirmed their commitment to further enhance
cooperation. Sophan also toured key units of the
Philippine Army, gaining insight into their training,
capabilities, and readiness. [Khmer Times]

Cambodian-Viethamese joint naval patrol
conducted

(dqgl) The Vietnam People’s Navy and the Royal
Cambodian Navy carried out their 78th joint patrol in
historic waters on March 13-14.

The patrol involved Vietnamese Ship 251 from Naval
Region 5 and Cambodian Ship 1142 and included
greeting procedures, information exchanges,
international signaling, and the implementation of the
Code for Unplanned Encounters at Sea (CUES). The
navies also carried out search and rescue drills and
promoted maritime law awareness among fishermen
to prevent violations of foreign waters. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia, UK exchange experiences on
child protection and alternative care
reforms

(dgl) Cambodian Minister of Social Affairs, Veterans,
and Youth Rehabilitation Chea Somethy met with UK
Foreign Secretary David Lammy to exchange
experiences on child protection and alternative care
reforms.

The discussion focused on reducing the number of
institutionalized children and promoting family-based
care, with Somethy detailing Cambodia’s efforts in
alternative care reform, which resulted in a reduction
of childcare institutions from 406 in 2015 to 164 in
2024 and the number of institutionalized children
dropping from 16,000 to over 4,000. [Khmer Times]
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China accuses Taiwanese cyber unit of
espionage and sabotage

(yg) China’s Ministry of State Security (MSS) has
accused four senior officials from Taiwan’s
Information, Communications, and Electronic Force
Command (ICEFCOM) of cyberattacks and
disinformation campaigns against the mainland. In an
unprecedented move, the MSS publicly released their
identities, escalating its crackdown on separatist
activities.

Beijing claims ICEFCOM, operating under Taiwan’s
defense ministry, infiltrated critical infrastructure,
hacked government and military networks, and spread
anti-reunification propaganda via social media and
hijacked online platforms. Allegedly using aliases like
“Anonymous 64,” the unit reportedly recruited hackers
and cybersecurity firms for espionage and sabotage.

China's security agencies claim to have recently
dismantled several cyberattack platforms linked to
ICEFCOM, countering attempts to steal classified
information. In a stern warning, the MSS labeled
Taiwan independence efforts as a “path of no return”
and vowed severe lifelong penalties for those engaged
in cyber activities against the mainland. [Dim Sum
Daily] [China Military]

Dalai Lama’s wishes for his successor to
be born outside of China

(dh) The Dalai Lama’s recent statement that his
successor will be born outside of China challenges
Beijing's long-standing claim that it has the authority to
appoint his reincarnation. In his newly released book,
Voice for the Voiceless, the 89-year-old Tibetan
spiritual leader argues that his successor must be born
in a "free world" to continue his mission and serve as a
voice for Tibetans.

In response, China’s foreign ministry accused the Dala
Lama of using religion as a pretext to carry out
separatist activities and reasserted that “[t]he
reincarnation of Living Buddhas including the Dalai
Lama must comply with Chinese laws and regulations
[...] and follow the process that consists of search and
identification in China, lot-drawing from a golden urn,
and central government approval.” [Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, China]
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Beijing views any suggestion of an independent
Tibetan succession process as a challenge to its
sovereignty. The question of the Dalai Lama'’s
reincarnation remains a highly sensitive issue, with
China likely to assert its influence over the selection
process to maintain control over Tibetan affairs. [Al
Jazeera]

This development follows a seemingly growing
openness from the Dalai Lama to return to China, as
he set the conditions for his return earlier this year
(See No. 6, February/2025, 2).

China pledges to deepen cooperation with
Laos

(yq) Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi met with his
visiting Lao counterpart Thongsavanh Phomvihane on
March 13. The meeting was part of Thongsavanh visit
to China from March 12 to 15, his first official visit to
China since assuming his office in 2021.

During the meeting both sides reviewed the progress
of their cooperation and outlined future collaboration,
with Wang reaffirming China'’s willingness to advance
the development of the China-Laos Economic Corridor,
while boosting the China-Laos Railway and
comprehensive development along the route. He
added that China seeks to expand cooperation in
multiple areas, including energy, artificial intelligence,
and digital economy. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
China]

Thongsavanh, for his part, highlighted the importance
of implementing the "Master Plan on the building of a
Laos-China and China-Laos community with a shared
future (2024-2028)," which was signed by the leaders
of both nations at the end of 2023. The ministers
reaffirmed their commitment to accelerating its
implementation to ensure sustainable benefits for
their respective peoples. [Lao News Agency]

During his visit, Phomvihane also met with Chinese
Vice Premier Ding Xuexiang, a member of the Standing
Committee of the Political Bureau of the Communist
Party of China Central Committee. Ding emphasized
the importance of aligning development strategies and
advancing the construction of the China-Laos
Economic Corridor. He further proposed expanding
cooperation in emerging sectors such as artificial
intelligence and the digital economy, highlighting
China's commitment to fostering high-quality
development with Laos. [State Council, China]
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China, as Laos' largest foreign investor and trading
partner, seeks to deepen economic ties, particularly
through projects such as the China-Laos Railway, which
has become a key transportation hub for the Indo-
China Peninsula. Since its 2021 launch, the China-Laos
Railway has transported 43 million passengers and
facilitated cross-border freight movement to 19
countries and regions, reinforcing its role as a “Golden
channel” for regional connectivity [CGTN]

In a separate move, China and Laos entered a
crossbreeding agreement to enhance sustainable
cattle farming, marking the first export of China's Huaxi
cattle. The agreement focuses on crossbreeding local
Lao cattle with Huaxi to improve growth rates, meat
quality, and adaptability to local conditions. China will
provide Laos with 100,000 doses of frozen semen and
10 Huaxi bulls.

The partnership is part of China's Belt and Road
Initiative and aims to boost China's beef cattle seed
industry internationally. [South China Morning Post]

South China Sea tensions escalate as
China and Philippines exchange
accusations

(yq) China and the Philippines continue to exchange
sharp rhetoric over the South China Sea, with both
sides asserting their sovereignty and accusing the
other of provocation and external influence. Tensions
escalated following a March 5 incident in which
Chinese vessels used water cannons against Philippine
resupply ships near Second Thomas Shoal, an area
within the Philippines’ exclusive economic zone but
claimed by China. [Reuters 1]

China’s defense ministry reiterated on March 14 that
China has "many options" to safeguard its territorial
sovereignty and maritime rights in the South China
Sea. It urged Manila to resolve disputes through
dialogue instead of what he called "risky and futile
provocations,” insisting that freedom of navigation and
overflight in the region has never been an issue and
accusing the Philippines of infringing on China's
sovereignty and acting under external influence.

The ministry also dismissed claims that China's actions
posed a threat to Philippine security, instead criticizing
"certain countries outside the region" for fueling
tensions. [Xinhua News Agency] [Ministry of National
Defense, China 1] [Ministry of National Defense, China
2]
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Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi further criticized
Manila’s actions, stating that the Philippines was being
manipulated by “external forces” to challenge China's
sovereignty.” Some forces are attempting to stir up
trouble in the South China Sea, using the Philippines as
a pawn,” Wang said. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China]

The Philippines has strongly rejected China's claims,
asserting that its actions in the South China Sea are
independent and driven solely by national interests.
Philippine Foreign Secretary Enrique Manalo dismissed
Wang's remarks as an attempt to shift blame,
emphasizing that Manila's position is grounded in
international law. "The Philippines will continue to
uphold its sovereignty and sovereign rights in
accordance with the 2016 arbitral ruling," Manalo
stated. [The Tribune]

Manila has ramped up its transparency efforts,
allowing journalists to embed on maritime patrols to
document China's activities. The Philippines’ approach
has gained backing from allies, including the United
States, which supports the 2016 Permanent Court of
Arbitration ruling that rejected China’s vast territorial
claims in the region—a ruling Beijing refuses to
recognize. [Reuters] [Anadolu Ajansi]

China urges Japan to exercise military
restraint

(yq) China has called on Japan to exercise caution in its
military expansion, emphasizing the need to learn
from history and contribute to regional stability.
China's Ministry of National Defense made these
remarks after Japan disclosed plans to develop a new
3,000-kilometer-range ballistic missile.

The ministry criticized Japan’s increasing military
capabilities, calling them a deviation from the will of
the people and a potential threat to peace. It
highlighted the significance of this year marking the
80th anniversary of the end of World War Il, urging
Japan to take actions that foster trust with its
neighbors.

Regarding Japan's military activities near Taiwan, the
ministry condemned Tokyo's recent naval operations in
the Taiwan Strait and its defense officials’ statements
expressing concerns over Chinese military activity and
reaffirming China’s opposition to any external
interference in Taiwan affairs. [Xinhua News Agency]
[Ministry of National Defense, China 1] [Ministry of
National Defense, China 2]
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The statements come as Japan's Ministry of Defense is
expanding Camp Ishigaki, a military base on Ishigaki
Island, just 150 miles from Taiwan. The move is part of
a broader effort to fortify Japan’s defenses in the
Nansei Island chain, a strategic area crucial for
countering potential threats from China.

Beyond conventional military reinforcements, Japan is
also advancing its electronic warfare capabilities. A
new electronic warfare operations unit is set to be
activated on Ishigaki Island by 2026, underscoring
Japan’s focus on modernizing its defenses against
potential cyber and electronic threats. [Stars and
Stripes]

US President Donal Trump hints at Xi's
possible U.S. visit amid trade tensions and
fentanyl dispute

(yq) U.S. President Donald Trump suggested on March
17 that Chinese President Xi Jinping might visit the
United States "in the not-too-distant future," as
economic tensions between the two nations persist.
Speaking during a board meeting at the John F.
Kennedy Performing Arts Center, Trump made the
remark without providing further details.

The visit comes against the backdrop of heightened
trade tensions, including a recent tariff hike on Chinese
imports to 20 precent. The U.S. president has linked
these tariffs to Beijing's handling of illicit fentanyl, a
major contributor to U.S. drug overdose deaths. China,
however, has contested this narrative, asserting that it
has taken serious counter-narcotics actions and
accusing Trump of using fentanyl as a pretext for trade
restrictions

Despite Trump's optimistic remarks about his
relationship with Xi, negotiations remain deadlocked.
U.S. and Chinese officials are reportedly discussing a
potential “birthday summit” in June, coinciding with
both leaders’ birthdays, yet no official details have
been confirmed. While Trump has expressed openness
to dialogue, China has implemented limited retaliatory
tariffs, targeting U.S. agricultural goods and defense-
related firms in response to Washington's latest trade
actions. [Reuters] [The Straits Times]

China questions Walmart executives
amidst trade tensions with U.S.
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(dh) Walmart, the world's largest retailer, is getting
caught in the trade tensions between the U.S. and
China.

Officials from the Chinese commerce ministry and
other authorities recently summoned Walmart
executives to discuss concerns about the company’s
approach to pricing and its treatment of suppliers
following the recent U.S. tariff increases, in response to
which imposed countermeasures, including its tariffs
on American goods and restrictions on certain U.S.
firms (see AiR No. 10, March/2025, 2).

The China Chamber of Commerce for the Import and
Export of Textiles confirmed that it has received
reports from members that large U.S. retailers are
pressuring Chinese suppliers to lower their prices. It
stated that these claims are being reviewed, adding
that they turn out to be accurate, the chamber will take
steps to protect the interests of its members.

Similarly, Chinese media outlets accused Walmart of
disrupting fair competition and the international trade
order, indicating counteractions on China'’s side.
Walmart, for its part, stated that the talks with the
suppliers were aimed at saving money on the
customers’ end.

Analysts caution that increased scrutiny of foreign
businesses could raise concerns about China's
approach to international companies operating within
its market. [SCMP] [CNN]

Meanwhile, reports indicate that both governments
are exploring the possibility of a meeting between
Chinese President Xi Jinping and U.S. President Donald
Trump in the coming months. At the same time, China
is addressing broader economic challenges, such as
price competition in industries like electric vehicles and
solar energy. [South China Morning Post 2]

China criticizes U.S. contradictory
approach toward Taiwan

(yg) The Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO) of the State Council
has criticized the United States for its contradictory
approach toward Taiwan, arguing that while
Washington claims to support the island, its actions
ultimately weaken Taiwan's economy and security.

The TAO accused the US of pressuring Taiwan

Semiconductor Manufacturing Company (TSMC) into
investing heavily in the US, effectively transforming it
into “USMC" at the expense of Taiwan's technological
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edge. The office warmed that US efforts to militarize
Taiwan by turning it into a “porcupine” would take it a
geopolitical pawn rather than a secure entity. [Taiwan
Affairs Office of State Council]

The TAO also addressed concerns about Taiwan's
shifting trade patterns, noting that while the ruling
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) authorities
promote decoupling from the Chinese mainland,
economic logic suggests otherwise.

Taiwan's exports to the US recently surpassed those to
the mainland for the first time in 24 years, but the TAO
dismissed this as an unsustainable and politically
driven move, highlighting that cross-Straits trade
remains strong, with total trade reaching USD 292.97
billion in 2024 and showing continued growth into
2025. [Global Times 1]

In addition, the TAO argued that Taiwan continues to
increase its military budget under US influence, paying
"protection fees" to external forces while reiterating
criticism of US interference, particularly remarks by a
US defense nominee suggesting that Taiwan's military
spending should be closer to 10 percent of its GDP (see
AIR No. 10, March/2025, 2). [Global Times 2] [Taiwan
Affairs Office of State Council]

China to impose tariffs on Canada

(dh) China is set to introduce new tariffs on Canadian
goods, placing a 25 percent duty on pork, fish, and
shellfish, along with a 100 percent tariff on canola meal
and oil starting 20 March. This decision comes in
response to Canada's move last October, when it
imposed similar tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles,
steel, and aluminum.

Given China’s role as a key buyer of Canadian seafood
and rapeseed products, these new trade barriers could
have a significant impact. [BBC]

In response, the Canadian government asserted that it
is not considering lifting last year's tariffs, including 100
percent tariff on Chinese EVs and a 25 percent tariff on
Chinese steel and aluminum. [CTV News]

Beijing's move comes as both China and Canada has
been facing and retaliated fresh U.S. tariffs under
President Donal Trump. [The New York Times]
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Chinese state-owned firms reduce,
suspend Russian oil purchase in face of
recent U.S. sanctions

(dgl) Chinese state oil companies have reduced or
halted purchases of Russian oil following recent U.S.
sanctions. Sinopec and Zhenhua Oil stopped buying
March-loading Russian oil due to compliance concerns
with the sanctions on Russian producers Gazprom Neft
and Surgutneftegaz.

While independent refiners have stepped in to fill the
gap, Chinese state-owned firms' reduced purchases
have pressured Russian oil prices, decreasing
Moscow's revenue.

Surgutneftegaz and Gazprom Neft, which supply about
a third of Russia's Far East ESPO blend, account for 1.2
million metric tons of monthly exports to China.
Despite these cuts, PetroChina continued seaborne
purchases but at lower volumes, while CNOOC also
reduced its intake.

China remains Russia's largest oil customer, with 20
percent of its crude imports coming from Russia.
However, Sinopec has compensated for the decrease
in Russian imports by sourcing oil from other regions
like West Africa, the Middle East, and Brazil. [Reuters]

China reaffirms call for sustainable peace
in Ukraine

(yq) In the response to Ukraine's agreement on a 30-
day ceasefire in the war with Russia, that followed talks
between U.S. and Ukrainian officials in Saudi-Arabia,
China has reaffirmed its call for a sustainable peace
plan through dialogue and negotiation. The Chinese
foreign ministry emphasized that all parties must find
a lasting solution that considers their concerns. [China
Military] [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China]

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskiy welcomed
the agreement, viewing it as an opportunity to draft a
long-term peace plan. The U.S. has resumed military
aid and intelligence sharing with Ukraine following the
Jeddah talks. U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio
stated that the proposal is now in Moscow’s hands,
with Washington expecting a response soon. The
Kremlin has not dismissed the idea but is carefully
reviewing the terms. [Reuters]
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China and UK reaffirm commitment to
climate cooperation amid strengthening
bilateral ties

(yq) Chinese Vice Premier Ding Xuexiang met with UK
Secretary of State for Energy Security and Net Zero, Ed
Miliband, in Beijing on March 18, where both nations
reaffirmed their commitment to tackling global climate
challenges through enhanced cooperation. Ding
underscored the importance of maintaining stable and
mutually beneficial relations, highlighting how
strengthened bilateral ties serve the interests of both
nations and contribute to global economic growth.
[Dim Sum Daily]

Ding reiterated China's readiness to work with the UK
in implementing key agreements reached by their
respective leaders. He emphasized expanding
collaboration in financial services, trade, investment,
and low-carbon development, positioning climate
change as a priority that could yield tangible benefits
for both countries and the global community. [State
Council, China]

Echoing this sentiment, Miliband affirmed the UK’s
dedication to fostering a long-term, constructive
relationship with China. He expressed Britain's
willingness to enhance engagement and prioritize joint
efforts in energy security and climate action. The UK
government sees strengthening cooperation with
China as crucial to addressing global environmental
and economic challenges. [Reuters]

China, Kuwait deepen cooperation in
renewable energy technology

(dqgl) China and Kuwait have signed a framework
agreement on renewable energy cooperation on
March 17, detailing technical aspects of their
collaboration.

The agreement follows six months of negotiations and
outlines plans for the third and fourth zones of
Kuwait's Al-Shagaya and Al-Abdiliya renewable energy
projects. These projects will have a joint production
capacity of 3,500 megawatts, with potential for
expansion to 5,000 megawatts, under Chinese
supervision. [Kuwait Times]

Niger expels three Chinese oil officials
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(dql) Niger's junta has ordered three Chinese officials
working in the oil sector to leave the country,
according to two sources familiar with the decision.
The directors from the China National Petroleum
Corporation (CNPC), the West African Oil Pipeline
Company (WAPCo), and the joint venture oil refinery
SORAZ were given 48 hours to depart after the order
was issued on March 12.

The decision stemmed from disputes over local staff
pay and project progress. This follows a separate move
by Niger's tourism ministry, which revoked the license
of a Chinese-operated hotel in Niamey for
discriminatory practices. [Reuters]

The incident comes as China's oil imports from Africa
have significantly declined, from nearly a third of its
total imports two decades ago to about 10 percent
today, with China now sourcing more oil from the
Middle East and Russia. However, Chinese investments
in Africa's liquefied natural gas (LNG) sector are on the
rise, as China seeks to diversify away from Australian
gas.

Mozambique has become a key LNG hub, with CNPC
holding a 20 percent stake in the USD 30 billion
Rovuma LNG project. This project, despite facing
delays and security challenges, is set to finalize its
investment decision next year. CNPC is also involved in
the Coral Floating LNG project in Mozambique, which
began shipments in 2022.

Chinese companies are expanding across Africa, with
investments in gas projects in Congo-Brazzaville and
Algeria. In Congo, Wing Wah is developing the Banga
Kayo block to capture flared gas for domestic use,
while Sinopec and CNPC are working on LNG storage
tanks in Algeria.

While oil imports from Africa have dropped, Chinese oil
companies like CNOOC are still active in key African
oilfields, including Nigeria and Uganda. China is
consolidating its investments in Africa’s oil-rich
countries, with the long-term economic shift toward
renewable energy expected to reduce seaborne oil
imports. China anticipates a nearly 70 percent decline
in oil demand by 2060, which could impact African oil
exports to China.

The shift in investment patterns is gradual, with China
continuing to secure oil and gas resources in Africa in
the near term while preparing for a future with less
reliance on oil. Geopolitical factors, including the
impact of the Russian invasion of Ukraine and trade
tariffs, have driven China to seek alternative energy
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sources in Africa to reduce risks associated with energy
security. [South China Morning Post]

China-New Zealand tensions escalate over
Pacific influence claims

(yq) China's embassy in New Zealand has strongly
criticized the country’s top intelligence official, accusing
him of fabricating claims about Beijing's expanding
influence in the Pacific. [Chinese Embassy in New
Zealand, in Chinese]

New Zealand's Security Intelligence Service (NZSIS)
Director-General Andrew Hampton recently warned
that China's strategic agreements with Pacific nations
could pose security risks, linking economic cooperation
with broader geopolitical ambitions. He suggested that
China's growing engagement in the region created
potential threats of foreign interference and espionage
(see AR No. 10, March/2025, 2).

In response, the Chinese embassy in Wellington
dismissed Hampton's remarks as “totally baseless” and
an attempt to spread “false information.” It accused
New Zealand of viewing every action by Beijing as a
threat.

Tensions have particularly flared over the Cook Islands,
a self-governing Pacific nation in free association with
New Zealand. Cook Islands Prime Minister Mark Brown
signed a strategic partnership agreement with China in
February, prompting concerns from Wellington over
transparency and consultation (see AiR No. 7,
February/2025, 3).

China, however, insisted that all cooperation
documents were publicly available and denied any
“secret agenda” in its regional relations. [Reuters]
[Chinese Embassy in New Zealand]

China’s strategic outreach to Panama
amid ports deal and Belt and Road
withdrawal

(yq) China has dispatched a high-level delegation to
Panama in an effort to assess recent developments
surrounding the Panama Canal, particularly after a
major shift in port ownership and Panama's
withdrawal from the Belt and Road Initiative. Analysts
view the move as Beijing's attempt to gauge the
situation and explore potential countermeasures.
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Leading the delegation was Ma Hui, a vice-minister of
the Communist Party's International Department, who
engaged with key political figures and think tanks in
Panama. Ma emphasized China's willingness to
enhance exchanges, foster mutual trust, and solidify
public support for China-Panama relations.

The visit came in the wake of Hong Kong-based CK
Hutchison Holdings’ unexpected decision to sell its
Panama port operations to a consortium led by U.S.
investment firm BlackRock. The move, widely seen as
influenced by U.S. pressure, was intended to reduce
perceived Chinese control over the vital waterway.
Beijing has strongly condemned the sale, with pro-
China media outlets calling it a betrayal, while former
U.S. President Donald Trump has praised the
development.

Both China and Panama have refuted claims that
Beijing held undue influence over the Panama Canal.
However, under U.S. pressure, Panama recently
announced its withdrawal from the Belt and Road
Initiative—a decision China has criticized as counter to
Panama'’s national interests. [South China Morning
Post] [Xinhua News Agency]

Pakistan condemns India's ban on
Kashmiri political organizations

(afk) Pakistan has strongly condemned India's decision
to ban the Awami Action Committee and Jammu and
Kashmir Ittihad-ul-Muslimeen for five years, describing
it as an attempt to repress political activity in the
Indian-administered region of Kashmir. This move
raises the overall number of blacklisted Kashmiri
political organizations to 16, indicating what Pakistan
describes as an "iron-fisted" stance by Indian
authorities.

India's Ministry of Home Affairs defended the ban by
labeling the organizations as "unlawful associations"
involved in activities that threaten national security.
However, Pakistan argues that this action undermines
democratic values and violates international human
rights laws. [Pakistan Observer] [Arab News]

India approves Chandrayaan-5 lunar
mission in collaboration with Japan

(Im) The Indian government has approved the
Chandrayaan-5 mission, marking another significant
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step in India's lunar exploration program, ISRO
Chairman V. Narayanan announced. Unlike
Chandrayaan-3, which carried a 25-kg rover, the
upcoming mission will deploy a 250-kg rover to study
the Moon's surface. Chandrayaan-5 will be conducted
in collaboration with Japan, reflecting increasing
international cooperation in India's space ambitions.

India's Chandrayaan program has made significant
progress since the launch of Chandrayaan-1 in 2008,
which provided crucial chemical, mineralogical, and
photo-geologic maps of the Moon. Chandrayaan-2 in
2019 saw its lander crash, but its orbiter continues to
send high-resolution images. Chandrayaan-3, launched
in 2023, successfully soft-landed the Vikram lander on
the Moon's south pole.

Meanwhile, Chandrayaan-4 is expected to launch in
2027 with the goal of collecting and returning lunar soil
samples to Earth. ISRO is also advancing other major
projects, including the Gaganyaan human spaceflight
mission and the establishment of India's own space
station, Bharatiya Antariksh Station. [The Hindu]

India moves forward with US summons to
billionaire Adani and arrest of
cryptocurrency administrator

(wyn/rt) India's Law Ministry has requested a local
court in Gujarat state to serve a summons issued by
the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) to
Gautam Adani in connection with a case involving
alleged securities fraud and a USD 265 million bribery
scheme.

The summons, forwarded under the Hague Service
Convention, asks for Adani to appear in a U.S. court to
face charges of conspiring to bribe Indian officials for
the benefit of Adani Group companies. Adani has
denied the allegations and vowed to take all legal
actions to contest the case. While the matter raises
concerns about the Adani Group's operations, it is
unclear if it has been discussed in bilateral talks
between India and the U.S., as Prime Minister
Narendra Modi stated that "personal matters" are not
addressed in international meetings. [Reuters] [The
Times of India]

In a related development, India has arrested Aleksej
Besciokov, a 46-year-old Lithuanian national and
administrator at the Garantex cryptocurrency
exchange, following a request from U.S. authorities.
Besciokov is accused of facilitating the laundering of
billions of dollars for transnational criminal
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organizations, including those linked to North Korean
hackers. The U.S. had sanctioned Garantex in 2022 for
its involvement in illegal activities, including money
laundering. Besciokov faces multiple charges in the
U.S., including conspiracy to commit money laundering
and operate an unlicensed money service business. A
provisional arrest warrant for Besciokov was issued
under India’s Extradition Act of 1962, and he is wanted
for trial in the U.S. District Court. [Times of India]
[Economic Times] [Reuters] [BBC]

India asks US to designate Sikhs for
Justice as a terrorist outfit

(Im) India has requested the United States to designate
Sikhs for Justice (SFJ), a pro-Khalistan separatist group,
as a terrorist outfit. This was conveyed by India's
Defence Minister Rajnath Singh to Tulsi Gabbard, the
Director of National Intelligence in the US. SFJ has been
linked to terrorist activities and the Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI), Pakistan’'s premier intelligence service.
Singh emphasized these connections during his
meeting with Gabbard, who also met with Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and External Affairs Minister S.
Jaishankar.

This request to designate SFJ as a terrorist organization
follows ongoing investigations and a case against SFJ
leader Gurpatwant Singh Pannun, currently under
scrutiny in the US for his alleged role in various
criminal activities. The discussions come amid tense
Indo-US relations regarding the assassination of
Khalistan separatist Hardeep Singh Nijjar in Canada,
with the US and Canada involved in the investigation.
India has strongly denied allegations of any
involvement in Nijjar's killing, calling them politically
motivated.

The SF) was banned by India's Ministry of Home Affairs
under the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act in July
2019, and Pannun was designated an "individual
terrorist” in July 2020. The US is requested to support
these efforts to combat terrorism and further enhance
the India-US bilateral defense and strategic
cooperation. [The Indian Express]

Trade talks between India and US
‘positive’

(Im/wzn) During the Raisina Dialogue in New Delhi, US
Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard
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emphasized the importance of deepening the security
and economic ties between India and the United
States, particularly in areas like cybersecurity, artificial
intelligence, and emerging technologies.

Gabbard, speaking after meeting with Indian officials,
stressed that "America first" does not mean "America
alone," highlighting the need for a global partnership.
She reiterated the shared interests between both
nations in strengthening security and economic
growth, building upon the momentum created by
previous joint statements from President Trump and
Prime Minister Modi. The discussions underscored the
growing collaboration between the two countries,
focusing on counterterrorism efforts and cooperation
in intelligence sharing. [The Indian Express]

Parallel to these discussions, India and the United
States are also engaging in trade talks aimed at
boosting bilateral trade under the "Mission 500"
framework. Commerce Secretary Sunil Barthwal
announced on March 17 that both nations are actively
working to increase their trade volume from USD 200
billion to USD 500 billion. He described the talks as
"positive" and emphasized that they are focused on
mutually beneficial issues. As part of this initiative,
India’s Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal visited
Washington, D.C. in early March to meet with US Trade
Representative Jamieson Greer and US Commerce
Secretary Howard Lutnick. Barthwal expressed
optimism about the continuation of these talks, though
he refrained from providing specifics on tariffs related
to electric cars and the revised import policy designed
to attract US automakers. [The Hindu]

In the same context, Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi praised President Trump's approach in his
second term, highlighting the alignment of their
respective "India First" and "America First"
philosophies. Modi's acknowledgment of Trump's
"clear roadmap" underscored the strengthening bond
between the two leaders and nations. [Reuters]

Russia oil supplies to India recover in
March, easing supply crunch

(wyn) India's imports of Russian oil have rebounded in
March, returning to near-normal levels after a three-
month decline. This recovery is attributed to non-
sanctioned vessels resuming deliveries, with some
supplies redirected from Turkey, as per trade sources
and shipping data. In March, India's imports of Urals
crude reached 1.54 million barrels per day (bpd), a
significant increase from the 1.1-1.2 million bpd


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-duj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-dut/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-dui/

imported in the previous months due to concerns over
sanctions. This recovery is helping ease the supply
crunch and cooling prices for rival Middle Eastern
crude grades.

The rebound follows U.S. sanctions on January 10,
which targeted producers, insurers, ships, and
intermediaries to limit Moscow's oil revenue.
Additionally, Turkey's largest oil refiner, Tupras, ceased
importing Russian oil, freeing up supplies for Asian
markets. Although freight rates for tankers shipping
from Russian western ports to India surged to a 12-
month high of USD 8 million, this has not deterred
deliveries. Discounts on Russian oil have narrowed to
between USD 2.60 and USD 2.80 per barrel, compared
to USD 2.50-USD 3 per barrel last month.

Despite operational challenges posed by sanctions,
India has maintained that it will only purchase Russian
oil via non-sanctioned companies and ships, ensuring
compliance with UN sanctions while avoiding U.S.
secondary sanctions. [Reuters] [The Print] [News 18]

India seeks cobalt, copper supplies from
Congo amid growing demand for critical
minerals

(wyn) India is in discussions with the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC) to secure an agreement for
the supply of essential minerals, particularly cobalt and
copper, which are critical for India’s growing industries
and energy transition efforts. According to sources
familiar with the talks, the Ministry of Mines is seeking
approval from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to send a
team of geologists to Congo to explore mineral assets
further. This initiative is part of India's broader strategy
to source critical minerals from resource-rich
countries, including Congo, Mongolia, and Zambia, to
meet the increasing demand from industries such as
electric vehicle manufacturing and electronics.

Congo is the world's leading producer of cobalt, an
essential component for batteries in electric vehicles
and mobile phones. The country also produces
significant amounts of copper, which is crucial for
power generation and infrastructure. However,
geopolitical challenges in Congo, particularly the
ongoing conflict between the March 23 Movement
(M23 rebels) and pro-Congo militias in the mineral-rich
eastern regions, may complicate the progress of such
agreements. Despite these challenges, India remains
committed to pursuing partnerships, with plans for
geologists to attend a mining conference in Congo this
year. This follows a senior official's visit to the country
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in July 2024 to explore further opportunities. [Reuters]
[The Economic Times]

India and New Zealand resume FTA talks
after decade-long hiatus

(Im) India and New Zealand have announced the
resumption of negotiations for a free trade agreement
(FTA) after a nearly ten-year pause. Talks on the
Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement
(CECA) originally began in 2010 but stalled in 2015 after
nine rounds. The renewed negotiations were
confirmed following a meeting between India’s
Commerce and Industry Minister Piyush Goyal and
New Zealand's Minister for Trade and Investment Todd
McClay during the visit of New Zealand Prime Minister
Christopher Luxon to India.

The FTA discussions aim to enhance supply chain
integration and market access, particularly as bilateral
trade between the two nations continues to grow.
During April-January 2025, trade surpassed USD 1
billion, though the previous fiscal year recorded USD
873.4 million in trade, down from USD 1.02 billion in
2022-23. India’s key exports to New Zealand include
textiles, medicines, refined petroleum, agricultural
machinery, iron and steel, electronics, shrimps, and
basmati rice, while imports primarily consist of
agricultural products such as apples, kiwifruit, dairy,
meat, minerals, wool, and timber.

Trade experts suggest the talks could face challenges
over duty concessions in agricultural imports,
particularly dairy, apples, kiwi, and wine. India, which
maintains an average import tariff of 17.8 percent
compared to New Zealand's 2.3 percent, has
historically resisted significant tariff reductions in the
dairy sector, even in FTAs with partners such as
Singapore, Japan, South Korea, and ASEAN. Despite
these hurdles, the Indian diaspora in New Zealand,
numbering over 250,000, is expected to serve as a
cultural and economic bridge in strengthening bilateral
trade. [The Indian Express]

Indonesia, Singapore to collaborate on
family development and community
welfare

(dqgl) Indonesia and Singapore have agreed to work
together on family development initiatives to enhance
community welfare in both countries.
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The agreement was reached in a meeting between
Indonesia's Minister of Population and Family
Development, Wihaji, and Singapore's Minister of
Social and Family Development, Masagos Zulkifli.

Wihaji proposed further cooperation in areas like
enhancing service provider capacity, improving
community nutrition, promoting social
entrepreneurship among Indonesian youth, and
sharing best practices in urban governance.

Zulkifli emphasized Singapore’s preventive approach to
family issues, including the proactive family coach
program, which directly supports struggling families.
He explained that Singapore's focus is on early
intervention, with significant public spending on
education, housing, and healthcare.

Both nations plan to formalize their collaboration with
a memorandum of understanding (MoU) to implement
family development programs. [Antara]

More than 550 Indonesians rescued from
Myanmar online scam gangs

(dgl/anl) Indonesian Coordinating Minister for Political
and Security Affairs Budi Gunawan confirmed the
rescue of 554 Indonesians from online scam
syndicates in Myawaddy, Myanmar. The victims,
including 449 men and 105 women, were trapped by
mass-scale scams near the Myanmar-Thailand border.

The victims endured physical and mental torture, with
some threatened with organ harvesting if they failed to
meet targets. The rescue was made possible through
coordinated efforts between Indonesian and Thai
authorities. [Antara]

Last month, Indonesian authorities had already
repatriated 140 nationals from Myanmar through
Thailand. In recent years, thousands of Indonesians
have been lured abroad with promises of high-paying
jobs, only to fall victim to transnational scam
operations. Between 2020 and September 2023,
Jakarta repatriated over 4,700 Indonesians from scam
centers in Cambodia, Myanmar, Laos, and Vietnam,
according to foreign ministry data. [Mizzima]

Indonesian NGOs to build hospital in
Ukraine
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(dqgl) More than 30 Indonesian NGOs are set to build of
a new women's and children’s hospital in Gaza City
next month as part of a national campaign to support
Palestine. The IDR 402 billion (USD 24.5 million)
project, led by the Agsa Working Group and Maemuna
Center Indonesia with support from the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, will be called the Indonesian Mother
and Child Hospital (RSIA Indonesia).

RSIA Indonesia will be the second Indonesian-funded
hospital in Gaza, following the Indonesia Hospital in
northern Gaza, which has operated since 2015.

The project is in line with Indonesia’s long-standing
support for Palestinian statehood. The Indonesian
government, alongside NGOs, has launched a
campaign to raise USD 200 million in aid for
Palestinians, including funding for RSIA. [Asia News
Network] [Arab News]

Indonesia to lift ban on sending migrant
workers to Saudi-Arabia

(dql) Indonesia is preparing to resume sending migrant
workers to Saudi Arabia after President Prabowo
Subianto approved lifting the 2015 moratorium, which
was imposed due to inadequate labor protections and
frequent abuse cases.

Minister of Migrant Worker Protection Abdul Kadir
Karding stated that Saudi Arabia currently needs
around 600,000 workers, adding that Prabowo
committed to improving training and placement
systems.

He also cited improved labor conditions in Saudi
Arabia pointing to a guaranteed minimum wage of
USD 400, health and employment insurance, and
integrated worker data for better monitoring.

The deployment is set to resume after signing a
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) in Jeddah in
March 2025, with the first workers expected to depart
by June.

The 2015 moratorium, imposed under Ministerial
Decree No. 260/2015, banned placements in individual
households across the Middle East due to insufficient
labor safeguards. It affected Saudi Arabia and 17 other
countries, including the UAE, Qatar, and Egypt. [Jakarta
Globe] [Cabinet Secretariat, Indonesial
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Japan, Kazakhstan commit to
strengthening strategic partnership

(dql) During bilateral talks between Japanese Prime
Minister Shigeru Ishiba and visiting Kazakhstan Deputy
Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs, Murat
Nurtleu, on March 17, the discussions focused on
strengthening the two countries’ strategic partnership,
covering various areas, including trade, economics,
culture, humanitarian issues, and cooperation within
international organizations.

Ishiba and Nurtley also discussed advancing the
"Central Asia + Japan" Dialogue, preparing for the first
summit, and fostering regular high-level interactions,
with the prime minister assuring Japan's commitment
to strengthening cooperation with Kazakhstan.
"Central Asia + Japan" refers to the collaborative
framework between Japan and Central Asian countries
in various sectors, including economy, politics, culture,
and security.

Nurtleu, for his part, emphasized Japan's importance
as a key partner in the Asia-Pacific region and
expressed Kazakhstan's desire to enhance trade,
economic, and investment ties with Tokyo. [Prime
Minister Office, Japan] [Trend News Agency]

In a separate meeting the same day, Japanese Foreign
Minister Takeshi lwaya and Nurtley signed an “Action
Plan for Cooperation” between the two countries’
foreign affairs ministries. lwaya emphasized Japan's
commitment to strengthening cooperation with
Kazakhstan as a key strategic partner, particularly in
supporting a free and open international order based
on the rule of law, while Nurtleu expressed
underscored his desire to deepen bilateral ties and
regional cooperation through the "Central Asia +
Japan" Dialogue framework.

The ministers discussed cooperation in various areas,
including disaster prevention, energy sector and
decarbonization efforts, business exchanges, nuclear
disarmament, and non-proliferation. They also shared
views on regional and international issues, including
the situation in Central Asia, and agreed to closely
collaborate on global matters. [Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Japan]

The meetings came shortly after the Japanese
government and the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) in Kazakhstan launched a joint
initiative worth USD 2 million to enhance flood
resilience and dam safety in Kazakhstan earlier this
month.
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The project aims to integrate water infrastructure,
particularly dams, into Kazakhstan's national flood
management plan. It will develop a dam flood and
safety management concept, assess two dams using
this concept, and implement a monitoring and
surveillance system, including early warning and
automation at one dam. The initiative will also
integrate dam integrity and operations into the
national water information system, with potential for
nationwide expansion. [UNDP]

Japan expresses concerns over Iran’s
nuclear issue during foreign ministers’
phone talk

(dgl) During a phone talk with his Iranian counter
Seyyed Abbas Araghchi on March 17, Japan'’s Foreign
Minister Takeshi lwaya expressed deep concern over
the current situation of Iran’s nuclear issue and
emphasized the importance of cooperation with the
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). He called
for constructive actions from Iran to advance dialogue
towards a peaceful resolution of the sensitive issue.

A readout of the meeting released by Japan'’s foreign
ministry states that Araghchi outlined Iran’s position
and efforts, without further details.

Both ministers agreed to continue their multilayered
dialogue, including at the foreign ministerial level, to
promote peace and stability in the region. [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Japan] [Arab News]

The talk came days after China and Russia reaffirmed
their support for Iran during talks with Iran, hosted by .
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi who met with
Russia’s Deputy Foreign Minister Ryabkov, Sergey
Alexeevich, and Iran’s Deputy Foreign Minister, Kazem
Gharibabadi, in Beijing to discuss the Iranian nuclear
situation.

In the meeting, Wang proposed a five-point approach
to resolving the Iranian nuclear issue, emphasizing
diplomacy, non-proliferation, and cooperation. It calls
for peaceful negotiations, respect for Iran’s right to
civilian nuclear energy, and a revival of the 2015 Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) agreement,
urging the U.S. to rejoin talks.

Wang expressed opposition against U.N. Security
Council intervention, warning that abrupt actions could
hinder diplomatic progress, and advocated for a step-
by-step, reciprocal approach based (see article in this
edition)


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-hry/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-hrj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-hrj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-hrt/

Japan expresses regret over US steel and
aluminum tariffs after failing to secure
exemption

(dql) U.S. President Donald Trump's tariffs on foreign
steel and aluminum entered into force on March 12.

In response, Japanese Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwaya
called them "regrettable" during a meeting with US
Secretary of State Marco Rubio at the G7 foreign
ministers meeting in Canada on March 13. [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Japan]

He urged the US to exempt Japan from planned auto
and reciprocal tariffs as Trump had indicated a
possible 25 percent tariff on imported cars by April 2,
while Japan currently faces a 2.5 percent levy.

Rubio acknowledged the US-Japan relationship as
"extremely important" and pledged to relay Japan’s
concerns to Washington. Other issues discussed
included Ukraine and Gaza, the East and South China
Seas, and North Korea. [Anadolu Agency] [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Japan]

In prior move early last week, 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 (see AiR No. 10,
March/2025, 2). [Kyodo News]

Similarly, Lutnick ruled out exemptions for Japan and
other allies from upcoming auto tariffs, emphasizing
that the measures would apply universally to support
domestic manufacturing and reduce trade deficits.
Speaking on Fox Business, Lutnick stressed that
fairness required applying tariffs equally to all
countries, including Japan, South Korea, and Germany,
as the U.S. imports large volumes of cars from them.
[Fox Business]

President Trump aims to impose 25 percent tariffs on
auto imports starting April 2, citing Japan’s USD 68.5
billion trade surplus with the U.S. as a key concern.
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Lutnick argued that persistent trade deficits harm the
U.S. economy and must be addressed.

Japan's auto industry, which accounts for over a
quarter of its exports to the U.S., faces significant risks.
A Mizuho Research & Technologies report estimated
that a 40 percent drop in exports under the new tariffs
could result in JPY 1.8 trillion (USD 12.2 billion) in losses
and reduce Japan's GDP by 0.33 percent. The auto
sector's extensive supply chain would amplify the
economic impact across multiple industries. [The Japan
Times]

Tokyo refutes U.S. criticism of Japanese rice tariffs

Meanwhile, a recent comment by White House Press
Secretary Karoline Leavitt highlighting Japan's 700
percent tariff on imported rice has drawn renewed
attention to longstanding trade tensions between
Tokyo and Washington.

The statement came as the Trump administration
imposed a 25 percent tariff on steel and aluminum
imports from Canada, citing reciprocity concerns.
Leavitt defended the move in a press brief by pointing
to protectionist policies among U.S. trade partners,
specifically referencing Japan's rice tariffs as an
example of market imbalances. [The White House,
USA] [The Japan News]

Japanese Agriculture Minister Taku Eto dismissed U.S.
criticism that Japan imposes "700% tariffs" on rice
imports, calling it outdated and stating that Leavitt's
remark does not reflect the current situation.

Speaking at a press conference, Eto emphasized that
Japan has a tariff-free quota for rice imports and
imposes a JPY 341 (USD 2.30) per kilogram tariff on
polished rice outside the quota. He also asserted that
Japan should not be subject to U.S. tariff measures on
agricultural goods. [Nippon.com]

Analysts contend that the claim that Japan imposes a
700 percent tariff on rice imports is only partially
accurate, as it applies to a small portion of imports and
has decreased due to changing prices.

Japan has long restricted rice imports to protect
domestic farmers, leading to trade friction in the 1990s
during WTO negotiations. As a result, under a 1995
WTO agreement, Japan imports 770,000 metric tons of
rice tariff-free annually. In 2023, the U.S. supplied the
largest share—350,000 tons—under this framework,
ahead of Thailand, China, and Australia. The U.S. has
consistently been Japan's top rice exporter under this
system, typically supplying 300,000-400,000 tons
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annually for consumption, animal feed, and
international aid.

Outside this WTO framework, Japan imposes a JPY 341
(USD 2.30) per kilogram tariff on rice imports. While
the government does not specify the tariff percentage,
a 2005 estimate based on 1999-2001 prices put it at
778 percent, though recent data suggests it is now
closer to 400 percent. Japan imports only 100-200 tons
of rice annually outside the tariff-free quota, a
negligible amount compared to the WTO framework.
[The Japan Times]

The issue adds to broader concerns about agricultural
market access, with Washington continuing to push for
greater openness from Japan. While the two allies
maintain close economic and security ties, disputes
over trade policy remain a recurring challenge.

Japanese, U.S. national security advisors
discuss security policy coordination

(dgl/adi) Japanese National Security Advisor Masataka
Okano and his U.S. counterpart Mike Waltz met in
Washington, D.C., on March 17 to coordinate policies
between the two allies, marking their third meeting in
three months, following their initial meeting in Florida
in mid-January and another in February during a visit
by Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba to the White
House.

The discussions focused on relationship-building and
policy coordination, particularly concerning China. The
meeting comes as the Trump administration shapes its
Asia policy, with Elbridge Colby, Trump's pick for
Undersecretary of Defense for Policy, highlighting the
"Lippmann gap."

This concept refers to the mismatch between U.S.
global ambitions and the resources available to
achieve them. Colby emphasized the need for the U.S.
to prioritize China as a threat and urged allies,
including Japan, to take on more responsibility for their
defense. Colby also suggested that Japan should
increase its defense spending to at least 3 percent of
its GDP. [Nikkei Asia 1]

The meeting came shortly after George Glass, Trump's
nominee for U.S. ambassador to Japan, indicated plans
to urge Japan to increase its financial contributions for
hosting American military forces, emphasizing the high
costs associated with defense enhancements.
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During his Senate Foreign Relations Committee
confirmation hearing on March 13, Glass highlighted
the substantial expenses involved in upgrading
weapons systems and command-and-control
infrastructures. He stated, "Undoubtedly, | do believe
we're going to have to go to the Japanese and talk
about an increase in that support." [Foreign Affairs
Committee, Senate, USA]

This stance aligns with previous remarks from the
Trump administration, which has criticized the bilateral
security arrangement as disproportionately favoring
Japan. The administration has consistently advocated
for U.S. allies to assume a greater share of defense
expenditures.

Japan currently hosts approximately 54,000 U.S.
military personnel, with its financial contributions
governed by a five-year special measures agreement.
The existing agreement, set to expire in March 2026,
outlines Japan's obligations toward the costs
associated with stationing U.S. forces.

During his testimony, Glass also addressed economic
aspects of the U.S.-Japan relationship, expressing the
necessity for "tough conversations" to ensure
equitable trade practices. He underscored the
importance of maintaining a robust alliance while
advocating for U.S. economic interests. [The Japan
Times]

While he emphasized the bilateral alliance as the
foundation of peace, stability, and prosperity in the
Indo-Pacific and beyond and highlighted shared values
that facilitate cooperation in the G7, the Quad, and
trilateral engagements with South Korea and the
Philippines, Glass also pledged to address trade issues,
including tariffs and the U.S. trade deficit with Japan.
He also committed to ensuring Japan follows through
on its promise to reduce reliance on Russian energy by
purchasing U.S. liquefied natural gas and to sustain the
growth of its defense budget.

Strengthening defense ties with Japan would be his top
priority, citing regional threats from China, Russia, and
North Korea. He noted a USD 50 billion backlog of
American military equipment ordered by Japan,
including F-35 jets and transport planes, and vowed to
expedite deliveries and advance co-production of
defense systems. [Nikkei Asia 2]

Belarus hands down seven-year prison
sentence to Japanese citizen for
espionage
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(adi) A Belarusian court has sentenced Japanese
national Masatoshi Nakanishi to seven years in prison
for espionage, prosecutors announced on March 18.

Nakanishi was convicted of cooperating with a foreign
intelligence agency between 2018 and 2024, allegedly
photographing military and railway infrastructure near
the Ukrainian border. He was detained in July 2024,
though authorities disclosed the arrest two months
later.

Belarusian state media aired footage of his detention
and referred to him as an “agent from the land of the
rising sun.” The report also described him as a lawyer.

Exiled opposition leader Svetlana Tikhanovskaya called
for his release, condemning the sentencing as
politically motivated. [The Japan Times]

China and Laos strengthen ties with
Global Security Cooperation agreement

(tas) China and Laos signed a memorandum of
understanding in Beijing to enhance cooperation
under the Global Security Initiative, reaffirming their
commitment to building a community with a shared
future. The agreement followed official talks between
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi and Lao Foreign
Minister Thongsavanh Phomvihane, who was on a
three-day visit to China.

Wang emphasized China’s support for Laos’
development, calling for deeper strategic trust,
expanded economic collaboration, including the China-
Laos Railway and Economic Corridor and strengthened
cooperation in energy, artificial intelligence, and digital
economy. Both sides also pledged to combat cross-
border crimes and uphold ASEAN unity, reinforcing
their commitment to regional peace, stability, and
shared prosperity. [Vientiane Times]

China is poised to become Laos' top trading partner
after bilateral trade surged to USD 8.23 billion in 2024,
reflecting a 15.91 percent increase from the previous
year. Laos' exports to China rose 21.4 percent to USD
4.56 billion, while imports grew 9.8 percent to USD
3.68 billion.

These figures were presented at the 2024 Annual
Summary Meeting of the Laos-China Cooperation
Commission on March 14, chaired by Minister of
Planning and Investment Phet Phomphiphak.
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Vice Chairman Xaysana Sithiphone highlighted steady
trade growth over the past decade, referring especially
to the China-Laos Railway, which has transported over
50 million tons of freight since 2021. Trade between
the two countries has increased consistently, from USD
5.68 billion in 2022 to USD 7.09 billion in 2023,
continuing its upward trajectory in 2024.

China is already Laos' largest investor, funding 927
projects worth over USD 18 billion since 1989,
primarily in energy, mining, services, and agriculture.
The meeting endorsed a decree to strengthen the
Laos-China Cooperation Committee’s role in attracting
investment and discussed the 2025-2029 Economic-
Technical Cooperation Plan.

Discussions also addressed regulations for Chinese aid
projects and strategies to improve future cooperation,
ensuring alignment with Laos’ economic priorities and
the effective implementation of high-level agreements.
[The Star]

Malaysia resumes trade in heat-treated
milk and dairy products with Germany

(dqgl) Malaysia has lifted its ban on the import of heat-
treated milk and dairy products from Germany. The
ban was imposed by Malaysia's Ministry of Agriculture
and Food Safety following a foot-and-mouth disease
(FMD) outbreak in Germany in January.

Germany's Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture
(BMEL) confirmed the resumption of trade, noting that
a new veterinary certificate was negotiated with
Malaysia, Germany's third-largest dairy export market
outside the EU. Earlier this month, a similar agreement
was reached with China, Germany's largest market
outside the EU.

Last week, the World Organisation for Animal Health
reinstated Germany's FMD-free status, except for the
surveillance zone around the outbreak site in
Brandenburg and Berlin. Ozdemir emphasized ongoing
efforts to expand the market for German dairy
products, aiming for a swift return to normal trade.

In 2023, Germany exported 38,587 tons of dairy
products to Malaysia, valued at USD 66.4 million. [Just
Food]

Malaysia ready to accept Palestinian
prisoners of war
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(dqgl) Malaysia has agreed to accept 15 Palestinian
prisoners of war under the ceasefire agreement
between Israel and Gaza. Foreign Minister Mohamad
Hasan confirmed that some of the prisoners had been
detained by Israel for over 20 years without trial and
would not be allowed to return to Palestine.

Mohamad stated that other Organization of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC) countries, including Turkey, Egypt,
Pakistan, and Indonesia, would also accept Palestinian
prisoners for resettlement. He emphasized that
Malaysia was fulfilling its international responsibilities
and hoped the country's role in maintaining the
ceasefire would not be misunderstood.

He added that Malaysia, as part of the ceasefire efforts
initiated by Qatar, Egypt, and the US, would help
resettle the prisoners since they cannot return to Gaza.

This development comes amid renewed Israeli
airstrikes in Gaza, which have killed at least 200
people, threatening the ceasefire and leaving the fate
of 59 hostages in Gaza uncertain. [Free Malaysia
Today]

China gifts agricultural equipment to
Maldives

(Im) China has donated agricultural equipment worth
MVR 213,000 (USD 14,000) to the Maldives. The gift is
part of an agreement signed with the Sichuan
Provincial Department of Agriculture and the Sichuan
Academy of Agricultural Sciences in 2024. The Ministry
of Agriculture and Animal Welfare stated that the
equipment will help address pest control issues,
particularly on trees, which have been a growing
concern. While pest control is typically managed by
island councils, many lack the necessary facilities, and
the donated equipment will be distributed to atoll and
city councils to aid in these efforts. [the edition]

Maldives Foreign Minister Khaleel travels
to India for official trip

(Im) Maldivian Minister of Foreign Affairs Dr. Abdulla
Khaleel on March 17 departed for India on an official
visit. During his trip, Khaleel will attend the 10th edition
of the Raisina Dialogue, which is being inaugurated by
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Khaleel will
participate as a panelist in a session titled "Climate
Cataclysm: The Adaptation Agenda is Gasping," where
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he will discuss climate adaptation challenges and
global responses.

Mongolia, China discuss cooperation in
science and technology

(fs) Mongolia’s Minister of Digital Development,
Innovation, and Communications Baatarkhuu Tsend
met with China’'s Ambassador to Mongolia Shen
Minjuan on March 12 to discuss strengthening bilateral
cooperation in science and information technology.

The two sides agreed to enhance exports of Mongolian
small and medium-sized enterprises through the
Alibaba platform and plan to hold an online meeting in
March 2025.

Tsend also outlined Mongolia’s initiative to establish a
science and technology park in the New Zuunmod City,
a satellite city currently under construction near
Ulaanbaatar, under the Regional Development Plan.
[Montsame]

Mongolia’s Fibo Cloud partners with
Uztelecom to expand cloud technology in
Uzbekistan

(fs) Mongolian cloud technology company Fibo Cloud
signed a cooperation agreement with Uzbekistan’s
leading telecommunications operator Uztelecom JSC
on March 14 to introduce cloud services in the country.

This marks Fibo Cloud's second export of cloud
technology to Central Asia, following its 2023
collaboration with Kazakhstan's Transtelecom.

The partnership with Uztelecom began in June 2023
and focused on data security, reliability, and
localization projects.

Uzbekistan's cloud computing market is projected to
grow significantly, reaching USD 202 million in 2025

and expanding at an annual rate of 28.43 percent to
USD 550.10 million by 2029. [Montsame]

Mongolia, Austria hold third round of
talks on social security agreement
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(fs) Mongolia and Austria held the third round of
expert-level talks on a Social Security Agreement on
March 11.

The agreement was proposed by the Mongolian
government to protect the social security rights of its
citizens residing abroad. Two previous rounds of
negotiations were held in 2024 in Ulaanbaatar and
Vienna, where both sides formulated a general draft.
The current talks focus on finalizing the administrative
arrangement for implementing the agreement.

Once concluded, the agreement will ensure equal
social security rights for citizens of both countries and
allow the totalization of insurance premium coverage
periods for pension calculations. [Montsame]

Mongolia, Poland establish
comprehensive partnership, sign multiple
cooperation agreements

(fs) During the state visit of Mongolian President
Ukhnaagiin Khurelstkh to Poland on March 13-14,
both countries elevated their bilateral ties to a
Comprehensive Partnership and signed several
cooperation agreements.

Some agreements, including an Action Plan for 2025-
2030, covered political dialogue, economy, trade,
agriculture, and technology. Other agreements
focused on healthcare, scientific collaboration, defense
education, media, film production, and academic
exchange.

Notable Memorandums of Understanding (MoU)
include those between health agencies to align
Mongolian medical regulations with European
standards, between defense universities to enhance
military training, and between academies of sciences
to expand joint research. Media institutions also
formalized cooperation to exchange news and cultural
content.

Additionally, a regional partnership was established
between Tuv province of Mongolia and Mazowieckie
Voivodeship of Poland to promote investment,
education, and tourism. [Montsame]

Nepal seeks Egypt’s support for release of
citizen held hostage by Hamas since
October 2023
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(Im) Nepal's Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli has
requested Egyptian President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi to
assist in securing the release of Bipin Joshi, a Nepali
youth held hostage by Hamas since October 7, 2023.
During a phone conversation, Oli commended Egypt's
role in mediating the Gaza ceasefire and hostage
negotiations and urged continued efforts to free Joshi.

Egypt has assured that it will prioritize Joshi's release in
the second phase of the hostage exchange. Joshi, who
was in Israel under an agricultural study program, was
abducted from Alumim Kibbutz during Hamas's attack,
which saw 251 individuals taken hostage. Many have
since been released, but several remain in captivity.

Separately, Al-Sisi praised Nepal's initiative to host
Sagarmatha Sambad, an international dialogue on
climate change and environmental sustainability,
scheduled for May 16-18 in Kathmandu. Oli extended
an invitation to Al-Sisi to participate, emphasizing
global cooperation in addressing climate challenges.
The two leaders also discussed bilateral ties,
multilateral cooperation, and high-level visits. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Myanmar and China strengthen
cooperation on elections, peace, and
border security

(nf) State Administration Council Chairman and Prime
Minister of Myanmar Senior General Min Aung Hlaing
received China's Special Envoy for Asian Affairs Deng
Xijun in Nay Pyi Taw to explore the priority areas of
bilateral cooperation. They touched upon China's
assistance to Myanmar's Five-Point Roadmap and
election preparation, cooperation on the peace
process, cooperation to combat narcotics together,
and actions to take against telecom fraud and online
gambling. Trade relations, especially along the border,
were also highlighted. The meeting was attended by
top officials from China and Myanmar, highlighting the
significance of the talks in promoting bilateral
relations. [The Global New Light of Myanmar]
[Myawady Webportal]

China repatriates nearly 3,000 telecom
fraud suspects in crackdown on Myanmar
scam hubs

(nf) China has sent back almost 3,000 telecom scam
suspects from Myanmar in a joint crackdown with
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Myanmar and Thailand amid its enhanced crackdown
on cross-border swindlers. The recent batch of 2,255
suspects returned from Myanmar's Myawaddy area
brings the total to 2,876, demonstrating China's
determination to crush criminal gangs preying on
Chinese citizens. Myawaddy has emerged as a hotbed
of large-scale online scamming, with cyber gangs
enticing victims into employment with promises and
forcing them into scamming activities. Faced with
international pressure, Thailand has stepped up the
crackdown by severing power and internet
connections to scam hubs, earning praise from
Chinese President Xi Jinping.

Despite efforts, Myanmar's long-running civil war is a
hindrance to enforcement since the majority of scam
operations are located in areas outside the junta's
control. The Karen BGF, which controls Myawaddy,
says it has sent back 8,000 foreigners engaged in such
activities, most of whom are Chinese citizens. At the
same time, probes into Thai officials suspected of links
with fraud syndicates place the region's entrenched
problems in the face of organized crime in focus.
[South China Morning Post]

Myanmar charges Burmese-American
monk with multiple offenses

(hw) Myanmar’s military junta has charged a Burmese-
born American monk, Ven. Pannajota, with multiple
offenses. Ven. Pannajota was involved in the 2007
Saffron Revolution, an uprising against military rule led
by Buddhist monks, and later became a U.S. citizen.
Prior to the Saffron Revolution, he was active in other
anti-military movements and was imprisoned twice, in
1990 and 1998.

After relocating to the United States, he was put on
trial in absentia. Ven. Pannajota returned to Myanmar
in late 2024 to attend a religious ceremony in Yangon
and was arrested on November 13, 2024. He was
subsequently detained at Insein Prison.

Initially charged with four offenses, only two charges
remain for trial: Article 505(A) of the Penal Code, which
is used against individuals accused of defaming the
state, and Article 13(1) of the Immigration Act.
Although he was never punished for the trial held in
his absence, he entered Myanmar legally with a valid
visa. A legal expert argues that the junta has no legal
grounds to put him on trial. [VOA, in Burmese]
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Switzerland implements sanctions
Myanmar’s junta-owned MOGE

(nf) Switzerland is implementing international
sanctions imposed by the EU, United Nations and
Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe
(OSCE) against junta-owned Myanmar Oil and Gas
Enterprise (MOGE), blocking the military regime from
using oil and gas revenues to finance its oppressive
campaign, including war crimes and crimes against
humanity. MOGE is responsible for the exploration,
extraction, production, and management of the
country’s oil and gas resources, operating under the
Ministry of Energy and plays a key role in Myanmar's
energy sector

Petroleum and natural gas continue to be the junta's
biggest foreign exchange earner, earning USD 841.7
million in Myanmar gas sales during the first quarter of
June 2023. The revenues of the industry have been
utilized for buying weapons, aviation fuel, and other
supplies needed for the military operations.

The action by Switzerland comes under pressure from
Justice for Myanmar, such as a freedom of information
request to the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs
(SECO) on March 23, 2024, for records regarding the
Federal Council's decision-making process in relation
to MOGE sanctions. Other campaign activities involved
a March 7 press release and investigative reporting by
Swiss daily Tages-Anzeiger.

In the past, Swiss banks have had commercial
transactions with Myanmar's state-owned enterprises,
like the currently junta-owned Myanma Foreign Trade
Bank that has made foreign payments on MOGE's
behalf. Swiss reinsurers have also had connections to
Myanmar's oil and gas industry, with Infrassure, based
in Switzerland, having been the reinsurer of the China-
Myanmar gas pipeline in 2011. JFM has boosted the
need to shut down the economic loopholes facilitating
the junta's atrocities and continues calling for further
action by the international community against the
economic lifelines of the military regime. [Mizzima]

North Korea criticizes Japan’s
constitutional revisions and security ties
with U.S. and South Korea

(fn) North Korea on Friday condemned Japan'’s ruling
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) for pursuing
constitutional revision and strengthening security ties
with the U.S. and South Korea. The criticism, published
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by the Korean Central News Agency (KCNA), followed
the LDP’'s announcement of a new national vision at its
annual convention. [KCNA]

KCNA accused Japan of seeking to escape
constitutional constraints since its World War Il defeat
and gradually expanding its military power. Enacted in
1947, Japan’s constitution renounces war and prohibits
the use of force in international disputes.

The report further claimed Japan is actively
participating in U.S.-led military strategies against
North Korea, alleging Tokyo aims to make the Korean
Peninsula a primary target of aggression. KCNA also
denounced recent U.S.-South Korea-Japan joint air
drills, calling them evidence of Japan’s transformation
into a "warfare state" and warning of self-destructive
consequences. [Yonhap News Agency]

China's refined petroleum exports to
North Korea increase in 2023

(fn) The United Nations Security Council (UNSC)
reported a slight increase in China's refined petroleum
exports to North Korea in 2023. From January to
November, China exported 280,928 barrels, up from
256,861 barrels in 2022. Russia supplied 15,000 barrels
in January 2023 but stopped reporting to the UNSC
afterward.

Despite the modest increase, the total reported supply
for 2023 remained well below the UNSC's annual
export cap of 500,000 barrels, imposed in 2017 as part
of sanctions against North Korea.

However, the actual supply may be higher than
reported, given Russia's early cessation of reporting.
[Yonhap News Agency]

US President Trump wants to reestablish
ties with North Korea, again

(mm) US President Donald Trump has said he wants to
reestablish ties with North Korean leader Kim Jong Un,
claiming they "got along great" during his first term in
2016.

During an Oval Office meeting with NATO Secretary
General Mark Rutte, Trump told reporters he wants to
rebuild the diplomatic relationship he previously had
with the North Korean leader, saying "I have a great
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relationship with Kim Jong Un, and we'll see what
happens, but certainly he's a nuclear power".

Trump's characterization of North Korea as a "nuclear
power" is seen as controversial and has led to
speculation over the US presidents' intentions.
Traditionally, US officials deliberately avoid using the
term, as it could be seen as legitimizing Pyongyang's
nuclear weapons program - something Washington
has long refused to formally recognize. Despite
Trump's rhetoric the White House has reiterated it is
determined in its pursuit of the complete
denuclearization of North Korea. [The Korea Herald]

In 2016 Donald Trump became the first sitting US
president to meet with a North Korean leader, holding
three summits during his first term. Just days after
taking office in 2025, Trump signalled openness to
engagement with North Korea, calling Kim a "smart

guy".
However, experts speculate that North Korea's desire
to engage with the US may have waned as Pyongyang
has deepened tie with Moscow in exchange for fuel,
food and military support. [The Korea Times]

Canada reaffirms commitment to Human
Rights in North Korea

(fn) Canada has reaffirmed its commitment to
promoting human rights in North Korea, with
Ambassador Tamara Mawhinney highlighting the
nation’s ongoing efforts at a human rights event
hosted by the Canadian embassy in Seoul.

Mawhinney pointed out projects supported by Canada,
including research into the exploitation of North
Korean IT workers (see article in this edition) and the
discrepancy between laws on women's rights and their
actual enforcement in North Korea. Canada expressed
its commitment to continue working with South Korea,
international organizations, and civil society to uphold
human rights in North Korea.

South Korea's Vice Minister of Unification, Kim Soo-
kyung, also addressed the significance of maintaining
constitutional principles amid regional instability, while
emphasizing the need for persistent efforts toward
unification. [The Korea Times]

North Korean foreign minister meets with
senior Russian diplomat
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(mm) North Korea's Foreign Minister Choe Son-Hui has
met with Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Andrey
Rudenko in Pyongyang, reinforcing diplomatic ties
between the two countries. The meeting took place
following a U.S. proposal for a ceasefire in the Ukraine
war, where an estimated 12,000 North Korea troops
have been deployed to support Russia's war efforts.
[Reuters]

Rudenko also held separate talks with North Korea's
vice foreign minister where both sides established
practical measures to strengthen their comprehensive
strategic partnership signed last year.

Russia's visit comes just days after Ukraine agreed to a
US-proposed 30-day ceasefire, raising speculation that
discussions touched on North Korea's military support
for Russia and Ukraine's recent capture of two North
Korean soldiers from the front line, one of whom has
expressed his desire to defect to South Korea. [Korea
JoongAng Daily]

Rudenko has been instrumental to Russia's diplomatic
tie with North Korea, since Moscow launched its
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. He was also a
member of the Russian delegations at during peace
negotiations with Ukraine early in the war. [Reuters]

Pakistan’s second Hangor-class submarine
launched in China

(Im) Pakistan has launched its second Hangor-class
submarine, PNS/M Shushuk, at a ceremony in Wuhan,
China, marking a significant step in its efforts to
strengthen maritime defense. The diesel-electric
submarine, an export version of China's 039A model, is
equipped with torpedoes and anti-ship missiles and
has a crew capacity of 38, with additional space for
special forces troops.

The launch is part of a 2015 defense agreement
between Pakistan and China Shipbuilding and Offshore
International Company, under which eight submarines
were contracted for purchase. Four submarines are
being built in China, while the remaining four will be
constructed at Karachi Shipyard & Engineering Works
under a technology transfer agreement. These
submarines, featuring stealth capabilities and
advanced sensors, are expected to bolster Pakistan's
naval deterrence in the Indian Ocean.

China remains Pakistan's primary defense supplier,
accounting for over 81 percent of its arms imports in
the past five years. The Hangor-class project is part of
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broader military collaborations, including the JF-17
fighter jet program and the modernization of
Pakistan's Agosta 90B-class submarines. Pakistan has
also expanded its naval partnerships, securing four
MILGEM-class corvettes from Turkiye. [Arab News 1]
[Arab News 2]

US-based Al form to expand operations in
Pakistan

(sn) Afiniti, a leading American artificial intelligence (Al)
firm, is set to expand its operations in Pakistan, with a
focus on recruiting more talent in the country.

During a meeting with Pakistan's Finance Minister
Muhammad Aurangzeb, Afiniti's CEO, Jerome Kapelus,
highlighted that 80 percent of the company’s
operational support team is based in Pakistan,
specifically in Karachi, Lahore, and Islamabad. Afiniti,
which provides Al solutions across industries like
healthcare, telecommunications, and finance, praised
Pakistan’s skilled workforce, including engineers,
computer scientists, and technologists, and expressed
satisfaction with its recruitment experiences.

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, during a separate
meeting with the Afiniti delegation, reiterated
Pakistan’'s commitment to supporting the IT sector,
emphasizing the country’s strong IT workforce and the
government's focus on creating a conducive
environment for business growth. He also suggested
that Afiniti establish a world-class call center in
Pakistan. The Pakistani government is making steady
progress in Al, with initiatives like the National Center
for Artificial Intelligence driving innovation, despite
challenges such as limited funding and infrastructure.

The meeting also addressed the government's efforts
to support IT companies, with a target of USD 25 billion
in IT exports. Afiniti, with more than 1,000 Pakistani
professionals already working at its local operations,
affirmed that the country’s talent pool is crucial to its
success in the region. Both parties discussed the
continued collaboration between the public and
private sectors to foster further growth and
development in Pakistan's IT and Al sectors. [Arab
News] [DAWN]

Pakistan, Denmark discuss USD 2 billion
investment into Pakistani maritime
sector
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(sn) Pakistan and Denmark discussed Copenhagen’s
USD 2 billion investment in Pakistan’s maritime
infrastructure modernization. The meeting follows the
signing of a memorandum of understanding (MoU) in
October 2024, where AP Moller-Maersk, a Danish
shipping company, offered USD 2 billion to enhance
port efficiency in Pakistan.

Pakistan's Maritime Affairs Minister stated that the
meeting allowed Pakistan to continue engaging with
Danish maritime experts who can provide Pakistan
with economic growth and global competitive strength.
[Arab News]

Russian naval flotilla visits Pakistan's
Karachi port for joint exercises

(Im) A Russian navy flotilla arrived at Karachi port to
conduct joint maritime exercises with the Pakistan
Navy. The flotilla includes the frigates RFS Rezkiy and
RFS Aldar Tsydenzhapov, along with the sea tanker RFS
Pechenga.

The visit reflects deepening military ties between
Pakistan and Russia, former Cold War rivals that have
expanded trade, energy, and defence cooperation in
recent years. The Russian flotilla remained in Pakistan
until March 18. [Arab News]

Pakistan and Bahrain strengthen their
military cooperation

(afk) Bahrain and Pakistan have reaffirmed their
commitment to enhancing military cooperation
following a series of high-level meetings between top
military officials from both nations.

On March 18, General Sheikh Mohammed Bin Isa Bin
Salman Al Khalifa, Commander of the Bahrain National
Guard, met with Pakistan's Army Chief General Syed
Asim Munir in Rawalpindi. The discussions focused on
regional security challenges and ways to strengthen
bilateral military ties to foster peace and stability in the
region.

General Al Khalifa praised Pakistan’'s military for its
professionalism, especially in the fight against
terrorism, and underscored the importance of
increased collaboration in addressing shared security
issues. Both leaders emphasized the need for
enhanced cooperation and exchanged views on the
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changing strategic landscape in the region. [Arab
News]

Earlier, on March 13, General Al Khalifa met with
Pakistan's Air Chief Zaheer Ahmed Baber Sidhu at Air
Headquarters in Islamabad. The meeting focused on
the modernization of the Pakistan Air Force (PAF),
including efforts towards indigenization and the need
to upgrade training programs. Both leaders highlighted
the growing partnership in space, cyber, and electronic
warfare sectors. [Pakistan Observer 1]

General Al Khalifa also met with General Sahir
Shamshad Mirza, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
Committee, where they discussed the evolving security
situation and reaffirmed their shared commitment to
strengthening defense cooperation. General Al Khalifa
lauded Pakistan’s Armed Forces for their sacrifices in
combating terrorism and emphasized the importance
of furthering military collaboration.

The meetings concluded with a guard of honor for
General Al Khalifa at Joint Staff Headquarters,
symbolizing the deep-rooted military ties between
Bahrain and Pakistan. [Pakistan Observer 2] [The
Nation]

Iraqi Special Forces complete counter-
terrorism training in Pakistan

(Im) Iraqgi Special Forces personnel have completed a
two-month counter-terrorism training course at
Pakistan’s National Counter Terrorism Center (NCTC) in
Pabbi, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, as part of ongoing
military cooperation between the two countries.

The Pakistan Army has been training Iraqi forces since
1955, and the latest program is part of efforts to
enhance defense ties and regional security. In addition
to military training, Pakistan and Iraq have expanded
defense collaboration, including Irag's procurement of
Super Mushak trainer aircraft from Pakistan in 2014.
[Arab News]

Pakistan urges Oman to extend deep-
water port’s reach to enhance regional
trade

(Im) Pakistan has urged Oman to expand its deep-
water port and free zone's connectivity through
Pakistan to Central Asia and China, aiming to enhance


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-hdr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-hdr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-hdy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-hdj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-hdt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-hdt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sityhik-l-hdi/

regional trade cooperation. The request was made
during Commerce Minister Jam Kamal Khan's official
visit to Oman, where he toured Sohar Port and
discussed bilateral trade, investment, and industrial
collaboration.

Khan emphasized Pakistan's strategic position as a
transit hub for landlocked Central Asian economies,
proposing that Oman’s Sohar Port could serve as a
gateway for expanded trade flows. The minister also
called for joint ventures between Pakistani and Omani
businesses, particularly in the industrial and logistics
sectors.

The visit follows Islamabad's invitation to Oman last
August to invest in Pakistan’s agriculture, mineral, and
IT sectors through the Special Investment Facilitation
Council (SIFC). Pakistan has been boosting economic
ties with Gulf and Central Asian nations to attract
foreign investment and reduce reliance on external
debt amid economic challenges. [Arab News]

Pakistan looks to increase bilateral trade
with Uzbekistan to USD 2 billion

(sn) Pakistan's Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif intends
to increase bilateral trade with Uzbekistan to USD 2
billion. The statement came during a meeting with
Uzbekistan's Ambassador to Pakistan, Alisher
Tukhtaev, where Sharif discussed his desire to create a
roadmap for their future economic collaborations.

Sharif emphasized Pakistan’s intentions to increase
bilateral trade with Uzbekistan in key sectors, including
mining, railways, banking, tourism, culture, and
renewable energy. Though no formal plan was
established, it signals an eagerness to continue
expanding economic cooperation.

Sharif recently finalized a visit to Uzbekistan, which
resulted in signing several memorandums of
understanding (MoUs) and formulating a High-Level
Strategic Cooperation Council. Ambassador Tukhtaev
also announced Uzbekistan President Shavkat
Mirziyoyev's intention to visit Pakistan later in 2025,
though a date has not been set. [The Express Tribune]

Indian coast guard officer discusses
maritime security with Seychelles
minister
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(db) On March 13, Deputy Inspector General Shatrujeet
Singh of the Indian Coast Guard, commanding the
vessel Saksham, met with Seychelles’ Minister of
Foreign Affairs and Tourism, Sylvestre Radegonde, as
part of a regional tour of Indian Ocean nations.

Discussions focused on enhancing maritime security
cooperation. Radegonde emphasized India's role in
supporting Seychelles’ security efforts, particularly
highlighting India's recent donation of the patrol boat
Boudeuse on February 25. He also acknowledged the
importance of Indian training programs for the
Seychelles Defense Forces, including courses under the
Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation initiative.

Singh reaffirmed India’s commitment to capacity-
building efforts, pledging continued training support
and collaboration on pollution control response with
the Seychelles Coast Guard. Additionally, the Indian
Navy is set to participate in Seychelles’ upcoming
National Day Parade. [Foreign Affairs Department
Republic of Seychelles]

Singapore and Thailand sign five MOUs,
mark 60 years of diplomatic ties

(rt) Singapore’s Second Minister for Trade and Industry,
Tan See Leng, and Thailand's Minister of Commerce,
Pichai Naripthaphan, witnessed the signing of five
Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) during the
7th Singapore-Thailand Enhanced Economic
Relationship (STEER) Ministerial Meeting. The
agreements cover various sectors, including consumer
protection, cross-border e-commerce, fintech
development, and meat trade.

Among the signed agreements, the Consumers
Association of Singapore (CASE) and Thailand's Office
of Consumer Protection agreed to strengthen
consumer rights. Shopee (Thailand) partnered with the
Thai Ministry of Commerce's Department of
International Trade Promotion (DITP) to facilitate cross-
border e-commerce. iFAST Corporation Limited and
TSFC Securities Public Company Limited will
collaborate on developing a fintech platform.
Additionally, the Meat Traders Association (Singapore)
signed separate agreements with Thailand's Swine
Producers and Processors for Exporting Association
and the Thai Broiler Processing Exporters Association
to enhance trade in the meat sector.

The ministers also witnessed the exchange of the
2025-2027 work plan on intellectual property
collaboration between the Intellectual Property Office
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of Singapore and Thailand’s Department of Intellectual
Property.

To commemorate 60 years of diplomatic ties between
Singapore and Thailand, discussions during the
meeting also focused on key areas such as agri-trade,
investments, the digital economy, intellectual property,
carbon credits, and cruise tourism collaboration.
[Channel NewsAsia] [Business Times]

Singapore, Vietnam elevate ties with
comprehensive strategic partnership

(vsq) Singapore and Vietnam have upgraded their
bilateral relationship to a Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership (CSP), marking Vietnam'’s highest level of
diplomatic ties and Singapore’s first such agreement
with an ASEAN member state. The announcement
came during Vietnamese Communist Party Chief To
Lam'’s visit to Singapore, where both nations signed
agreements to strengthen cooperation in security,
energy, digital economy, and subsea cable
development.

Vietnam, a key player in submarine cable expansion,
plans to launch 10 new cables by 2030, with ongoing
discussions between Singaporean and Vietnamese
firms on fiber-optic infrastructure. Singapore pledged
support for Vietnam'’s financial sector and industrial
parks, while both sides committed to strengthening
ASEAN regional cooperation.

Singapore is Vietnam's largest foreign investor, with
USD 10.2 billion in investments as of 2024, and
bilateral trade reaching USD 23.4 billion (SGD 31.6
billion) in 2024. Singapore’s Prime Minister Lawrence
Wong highlighted Vietnam's role in Singapore's
economic strategy, while To Lam praised Singapore’s
leadership in digital transformation and sustainability.

During his visit, Lam met President Tharman
Shanmugaratnam, Senior Minister Lee Hsien Loong,
and Speaker of Parliament Seah Kian Peng, and
delivered a policy lecture at the Lee Kuan Yew School
of Public Policy. An orchid hybrid, Papilionanda To Lam
Linh Ly, was named in his honor. [The Straits Times]
[Voice of America]

Singapore Armed Forces complete spring
live-firing exercise with German
counterparts
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(rt) Around 100 personnel from the Singapore Armed
Forces (SAF) conducted a live-firing exercise with their
German counterparts in the Oberlausitz Military
Training Area. This was the first of two exercises
conducted over two training windows. The exercises
involve Leopard 2SG main battle tanks and Hunter
armored fighting vehicles to sharpen the gunnery and
maneuvering skills of the armed forces personnel. [The
Straits Times]

South Korean Unification Ministry presses
North Korea to release detained
missionaries

(kp) South Korea reiterated its calls for the immediate
and unconditional release of three missionaries and
three other nationals detained in North Korea, citing
severe human rights violations and arbitrary
imprisonment. The unification ministry marked key
anniversaries of the detentions, emphasizing that the
detainees were sentenced without due process and
continue to be held under inhumane conditions. The
ministry denounced North Korea's actions as a
violation of international human rights norms and
called for global support to resolve the issue.
[Unification Ministry, South Koreal]

The calls followed the recent adoption of opinions by
the United Nations Human Rights Council's Working
Group on Arbitrary Detention, which concluded that
the missionaries' imprisonment constitutes illegal and
arbitrary deprivation of liberty. The UN report urged
Pyongyang to release the detainees immediately,
provide reparations, and conduct an independent
investigation into the cases. The South Korean
government welcomed the report, stating it validated
long-standing concerns about North Korea’s lack of
judicial transparency and accountability.

The detained missionaries—Kim Jung-wook, Kim Kook-
kie, and Choi Chun-gil—were arrested between 2013
and 2014 on charges of espionage and sentenced to
life with hard labor. Three other South Korean
nationals, all former North Korean defectors, were also
detained in 2016. South Korea continues to press for
the return of all six individuals while highlighting the
broader issue of abductees and prisoners of war who
remain unaccounted for since the Korean War.
[Yonhap News Agency 1]

Seoul has pledged to strengthen international
cooperation to resolve the detentions and raise
awareness of North Korea's human rights record. The
unification ministry stated it would continue working
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with global partners, religious groups, and civil society
to secure the safe return of its citizens and ensure
accountability for Pyongyang's human rights abuses.
[Yonhap News Agency 2][Yonhap News Agency 3]

South Korea and Mongolia strengthen
rare metal deal

(mm) South Korea and Mongolia have agreed to
strengthen their bilateral cooperation in the supply
chain of rare metals and critical minerals. The
agreement was reached during the second Korea-
Mongolia Rare Metals Cooperation Joint Committee
(“Committee”) meeting held on March 12 in Seoul.
[Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energie, South Korea]

The measures come as a follow up to the rare metal's
cooperation agreement reached between the two
countries in 2023, that seeks to install necessary
infrastructure and equipment to find critical minerals
in Mongolia and develop a tin mine. The cooperation
aims to help Mongolia develop its mineral resources,
including molybdenum, a key metal used to produce
steel alloy. [Yonhap]

It's the latest effort made by South Korea in its aim to
diversify trading partners to stabilize its mineral supply
chain during growing global economic uncertainties.
While presiding over a multilateral meeting of the
Mineral Security Partnership (MSP), Seoul called for
joint efforts to accelerate critical mineral projects
globally to prevent possible supply chain disruptions.

MSP is a collaborative partnership of 14 countries and
the European Union, that aims to promote private and
public investment to strengthen the global critical
minerals supply chain. The U.S., Japan, Australia, and
Canada are among the member countries. Largely, the
alliance is seen as an effort to reduce the risk of
dependence on China for raw materials. [Korea Times]

In 2024 South Korea relied on China for 95 percent of
its mineral demand imports, an alarming figure for
Seoul as one of the world's major producers of
batteries, semiconductors and electric vehicles -
industries that are heavily reliant on rare earth
minerals. [East Asia Forum]

U.S. confirms South Korea classified as a
"sensitive country”, putting strain on the
alliance
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(mm) The U.S. government has officially confirmed that
South Korea was added to its "sensitive country" list in
January under the previous Biden administration - the
first time South Korea has received this classification.
While the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) confirmed
that South Korea is categorized as "Other Designated
Country", the lowest tier on the list, the decision has
raised concerns about the alliance between the two
countries. [Korea JoongAng Daily]

Under DOE policy, a "sensitive country" requires
special scrutiny due to national security concerns,
regional instability, or support for terrorism. Currently
the U.S. classifies North Korea, Iran, Syria and China as
"sensitive". The DOE has emphasized that South
Korea's designation on the list does not indicate U.S.
hostility or prevent scientific cooperation, however all
future collaborations between the two countries will
now undergo an "internal review beforehand". This
could limit South Korean-U.S. technology and energy
sector cooperation - particularly for cutting-edge
technologies such as artificial intelligence and
shipbuilding - industries Seoul is aiming to become a
world leader. [The Korea Times 1][The Korea Times 2]
[Korea JoongAng Daily]

It remains unknown why the Biden administration has
classified South Korea as a sensitive country, sparking
fierce political debate amongst South Korean officials
of who is to blame. The opposition Democratic Party
(DP) blames the ruling People Power Party (PPP) for the
political instability caused by suspended President
Yoon Suk Yeol's failed martial law decree last
December, while the PPP argues the DP's wave of
impeachments and criminal charges of those
connected to the martial law decree have undermined
the governments diplomatic efforts. [Korea JoongAng
Daily] [Yonhap News 1]

Some experts believe Washington's decision is a
response to the growing calls within South Korea to
implement its own nuclear weapons program, driven
by rising tensions with North Korea and concerns over
the U.S. commitment to North Korean nuclear
deterrence. The most vocal support coming from
conservative Korean politicians and researchers,
including PPP members and Seoul mayor Oh Se-hoon.
From Washington's perspective, this approach could
be seen as further heightening regional tensions on
the Korean peninsula and undermining global efforts
to limit nuclear arms. [The Korea Times 1][The Korea
Times 2]

Last week the White House reiterated that the South
Korea-U.S. alliance remains "ironclad", following North
Korea's latest ballistic missile launch in protest of the
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annual South Korean-U.S. joint military drill Freedom
Shield. However, the secrecy surrounding South
Korea's sensitive country classification raises questions
about the strength of that alliance. South Korean
officials were first alerted of the designation through
"unofficial channels", as the DOE did not provide
formal notice. [The Korea Times 1] [The Korea Times 3]

On March 17, South Korean acting president Choi
Sang-Mok instructed the government to engage with
the DOE to prevent any negative impact on South
Korea-U.S. cooperation in the science and energy
sectors. The classification is set to take effect on April
15, which will likely to test the U.S.-South Korean
alliance under President Trump, whose transactional
approach to diplomacy could complicate negotiations.
[The Korea Times 4][Yonhap News 2] [The Korea
Herald]

South Korean industry minister to visit
U.S. over "Sensitive Country” designation

(fn) South Korean Industry Minister Ahn Duk-geun is
expected to visit to the U.S. later this week to address
the U.S. Department of Energy's designation of South
Korea as a "sensitive country” (see article above).

Ahn is also expected to request the removal of South
Korea from the sensitive list and will engage with U.S.
Energy Secretary Chris Wright, in addition to discussing
discuss energy matters, including the Alaska gas
development project and nuclear power collaboration.
[Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea urges U.S. to exempt tariffs
in trade talks

(fn) South Korea’s Trade Minister, Cheong In-kyo,
reiterated calls for the Unied States to grant tariff
exemptions for South Korea during a meeting with U.S.
Trade Representative Jamieson Greer. His appeal
comes ahead of the U.S. plan to implement "reciprocal
tariffs" on April 2, which will be based on the trade
practices of its partners.

Cheong emphasized that South Korea should either be
exempt from these tariffs or be treated on par with
other major nations, particularly given the bilateral
free trade agreement (FTA), which has reduced tariffs
to nearly zero. He also refuted former President
Trump's claim that South Korea's average tariff is
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significantly higher than that of the U.S., clarifying that
the tariff on American goods is less than 1 percent.

Additionally, Cheong requested an exemption for
South Korean steel products from the recently
imposed 25 percent tariffs, arguing that these exports
do not pose a threat to U.S. industries and instead help
stabilize supply chains.

Both sides agreed on the importance of continuing
working-level consultations to find mutually beneficial
solutions to these tariff issues. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea-U.S. alliance is having a bad
week

(mm) The South Korea-U.S. relationship is starting to
look rocky after a week of diplomatic upsets,
highlighting the pressures of U.S. President Donald
Trump's return to the White House. The transactional
nature of Trump's foreign policy has long tested U.S.
allies, but this week Seoul found itself particularly in
the crosshairs. [Financial Times]

On March 11, reports surfaced that the Biden
administration had quietly designated South Korea as
a "sensitive country" in January - without informing
Seoul, which instead learned of the classification
through unofficial channels. Washington has since
confirmed the designation, saying that while South
Korea is on the lowest tier of sensitive countries, future
collaborations between the two countries will be
subject to prior internal review. [The Korea Times]

Days later, on March 14 sources revealed that newly
appointed U.S. Defence Secretary and Pentagon Chief
Pete Hegseth's inaugural Indo-Pacific tour will not
include South Korea. The decision has raised fresh
concerns over the future of security cooperation
between the two countries. Particularly in light of the
political fallout from suspended President Yoon's failed
martial law decree in December. [Yonhap News]

Trade tensions further escalated on March 17 when
White House National Economic Council Director Kevin
Hassett criticized South Korea's persistent trade
surplus, citing it as justification for U.S. tariffs. Hasset
warned that countries unwilling to yield to Trumps
trade demands would face penalties. South Korea's
$55.7 billion trade surplus last year places it squarely
in Trump's crosshairs, despite the fact that under the
KORUS free trade agreement, Seoul's average tariff
rate remains under 1%—a far cry from Trump's claims
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that it is four times higher than the U.S. rate. [The
Korea Herald]

All this comes as the U.S. and South Korea carry out
their annual Freedom Shield military exercise, an 11-day
run of military drills designed to prepare against North
Korea's nuclear and missile threats. Yet,
overshadowing the drills is the concern that Trump
may renew demands for South Korea to shoulder the
cost of the 28,500 military personnel in Korean
Peninsula, or reconsider the presence of U.S. troops all
together. [Korea JoongAng Daily 1]

Despite the week of diplomatic blows, the White House
and the Pentagon both reaffirmed the South Korea-
U.S. alliance remains "ironclad". But if this week is any
indication, Trump's return is already reshaping the
dynamics of the Seoul-Washington alliance. [The Korea
Times] [Korea JoongAng Daily 2]

South Korea set to finalize Czech nuclear
plant deal this month

(fn) South Korea's state-owned Korea Hydro & Nuclear
Power Co. (KHNP) is in the final stages of talks with the
Czech Republic's Elektrarna Dukovany Il (EDU II)
regarding the construction of two nuclear reactors at
the Dukovany power plant. KHNP aims to finalize the
discussions by the end of March 2025, having already
agreed upon the overall project budget. However,
details on the extent of local involvement in the
construction are still under discussion.

The deal, valued at 24 trillion won (approximately USD
16.7 billion), would mark South Korea's first
international nuclear power plant project since 2009.
Previously, KHNP was awarded the contract to
construct the Barakah Nuclear Power Plant in the UAE.

A major obstacle for the deal has recently been
overcome as KHNP resolved an intellectual property
dispute with U.S.-based Westinghouse, which had
claimed that KHNP had infringed on its patents and
unlawfully used its nuclear technology without proper
authorization. [Yonhap News Agency] [Westinghouse]

Russian warplanes enter South Korean air
defence zone

(mm) Multiple Russian warplanes reportedly entered
South Korea's air defence identification zone(KADIZ)
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over the weekend, prompting South Korea to scramble
fighter jets in response. The Russian military planes
entered the KADIZ during a South Korean military
training exercise before exiting to the eastern and
northern areas of the zone.

The South Korean military have said the Russian
aircrafts did not violate South Korea's airspace. The
KADIZ is not territorial airspace, however it is
demarcated to call on foreign planes to identify
themselves to prevent accidental clashes. [The Korea
Herald]

South Korean government moves to
establish diplomatic relations with Syria

(kp) The Foreign Ministry announced on March 11 that
the South Korean government intends to establish
diplomatic relations with Syria, marking a historic
milestone that would complete Seoul's diplomatic ties
with all United Nations member states, with the
exception of North Korea.

The move follows the collapse of the Assad regime in
December 2024 and the rise of a transitional
government led by General Ahmed al-Sharaa. A South
Korean delegation, led by Foreign Ministry Director-
General Kim Eun-jeong, visited Damascus in early
February this year to explore potential cooperation
and assess the political environment under the new
interim government. [Anadolu Ajansi]

During the visit, South Korean officials met with Syrian
Foreign Minister Asaad al-Shibani and emphasized
Seoul's interest in restoring bilateral relations and
engaging in post-conflict reconstruction. Syrian officials
expressed strong interest in reestablishing ties, citing
historical trade connections and a desire to collaborate
in sectors such as energy, infrastructure,
telecommunications, education, and health care.
Discussions also included the potential return of the
Korea Trade-Investment Promotion Agency (KOTRA)
and future business delegation visits to support Syria's
estimated USD 250 billion reconstruction needs.

South Korea's Foreign Ministry acknowledged
challenges, including concerns over the Islamist
orientation of Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham, the dominant
force in Syria’s interim government. However, officials
noted that the international community sees the group
as the only viable authority capable of governing and
stabilizing the country. Seoul views the current political
transition as a window of opportunity, especially amid
concerns that North Korea, Syria’s longtime ally, may
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seek to reassert influence as diplomatic activity
resumes.

If diplomatic ties are formalized, Syria would become
South Korea's 194th diplomatic partner. The move
follows a similar breakthrough with Cuba in 2024 and
is seen as part of a broader effort to diversify South
Korea’s diplomatic outreach. Officials in Seoul stated
they will continue coordinating with relevant ministries
to pursue development assistance, humanitarian aid,
and cultural exchanges to support Syria’s recovery and
build a foundation for long-term bilateral engagement.
[The Chosun Daily] [The Korea Herald]

Sri Lanka pursues joint venture
investments in Bangladesh

(sl) During a courtesy call on Taskeen Ahmed,
President of the Dhaka Chamber of Commerce &
Industry (DCCI), Dharmapala Weerakkody, Sri Lankan
High Commissioner to Bangladesh, emphasized Sri
Lanka's strong interest in investing in joint ventures in
Bangladesh. He highlighted sectors with significant
potential, such as synthetic fabrics, healthcare,
tourism, IT, education, and pharmaceuticals.
Weerakkody also noted that Sri Lanka has already
signed preferential trade agreements (PTAs) with
several countries and will soon initiate negotiations
with Bangladesh to further expand bilateral trade and
investment.

Taskeen Ahmed, on the other hand, encouraged Sri
Lankan entrepreneurs to explore opportunities in
agriculture, food processing, construction, healthcare,
tourism, information technology, and fast-moving
consumer goods (FMCG). Furthermore, he proposed
increasing government-level discussions to expedite
the signing of a proposed trade agreement, which
could significantly enhance both trade and investment
between the two nations.

Taskeen Ahmed also highlighted that both countries,
members of the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC), share strong and friendly
diplomatic relations. Bilateral trade between
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka reached USD 134.06 million
in the fiscal year 2023-24, reflecting a 9.5 percent
increase compared to 2019-20. Additionally, Sri Lankan
investors, particularly in the banking, textile, energy,
construction, and pharmaceutical sectors, have already
invested USD 428.56 million in Bangladesh. [Daily
Mirror]
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Sri Lanka’s Mannar wind power project
may go to new bidder if India’s Adani
Group exits

(Im) Sri Lanka may reassign the Mannar wind power
project to another company if India's Adani Group
does not proceed, Minister of Power and Energy
Kumara Jayakodi told Parliament. The government has
sought a final response from Adani’s local agent, and if
the company confirms its exit, the contract will be
offered to a new bidder. [Daily Mirror]

This follows Adani’s formal withdrawal from the USD
442 million wind power project, citing disagreements
over the proposed electricity tariff. The government,
led by President Anura Kumara Dissanayake, rejected
Adani’'s USD 0.08 per unit pricing, demanding a lower
rate. [AiR No. 9, March/2025, 1 & AiR No. 8,
February/2025, 4].

The project was initially signed under interim President
Ranil Wickremesinghe in May 2024, aiming to develop
484MW wind farms in Mannar and Pooneryn for local
use and potential export to India. A Cabinet-appointed
committee is now reviewing pricing structures for
large-scale energy investments.

Sri Lanka’s X-Press Pearl compensation
case stalled due to counterclaims in the
UK

(sl) Sri Lanka's legal initiative to seek compensation for
the X-Press Pearl disaster through a lawsuit in
Singapore is currently in limbo due to counterclaims
challenging the process in the United Kingdom. [Daily
Mirror]

The X-Press Pearl incident is considered the worst
maritime disaster in Sri Lanka's history, with
devastating impacts on the country’s sensitive coastal
environment, local communities, and economy. The
disaster began when a chemical cargo ship caught fire
off the coast of Sri Lanka on May 20, 2021, leading to a
massive environmental crisis. [UNEP]

The Marine Environment Protection Authority (MEPA)
reported that an oil slick measuring approximately
0.51 km? (with a length of 4.3 km) formed around the
burning ship. According to the International Pollutants
Elimination Network, the vessel's cargo included
billions of plastic pellets (microplastics used in plastic
production), which washed ashore and severely
damaged Sri Lanka’s marine ecosystem. The
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contamination also impacted fisheries, the tourism
industry, and Sri Lanka's reputation as an eco-tourism
destination.

An analysis of the ship’s cargo manifest—conducted in
accordance with the International Maritime Dangerous
Goods (IMDG) Regulations—revealed that at least 81 of
the 1,486 containers on board carried hazardous
materials, including 25 tons of nitric acid. While MEPA
has yet to determine the full extent of the damage, Sri
Lanka has already received an initial USD 7.85 million
in compensation from the ship’s insurance company.
[IPS]

The previous Sri Lankan government filed a lawsuit in
Singapore, seeking USD 6.4 billion in compensation
from the shipping company. However, the case is now
stalled due to a counterclaim filed in a UK court by the
defense.

Speaking to the Daily Mirror yesterday, Environment
Minister Dr. Dammika Patabendi confirmed that the
Singapore trial has been suspended until the UK trial is
completed. According to him, the current government,
through the Ministry of Justice, is making efforts to
expedite the legal process. Meanwhile, legal
proceedings are also ongoing in Sri Lanka’s Supreme
Court and a local Magistrate's Court regarding the
disaster. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka expands labor migration to
Israel amid Gaza crisis

(pn) Sri Lanka has intensified its labor migration
program with Israel, dispatching thousands of workers
to fill positions vacated by Palestinians who have been
barred from employment amid the ongoing conflict.
Despite continuing condemnation for Israel's roles in
perpetuating a humanitarian crisis in Gaza, this move
has reinforced economic relations between the two
nations.

Under a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), Sri
Lanka has agreed to send over 6,092 workers to be
employed with Israel's construction industry. This is
accompanied by a 2023 agreement in which Sri Lanka
committed to sending 10,000 farm workers after Israel
banned Palestinian agricultural workers. As of 2025,
2,252 Sri Lankan workers have been sent to work in
the agricultural industry.

Israel's agricultural sector, previously reliant on
Palestinian and Thai labor, faced a significant
workforce shortage of up to 20,000 people after the
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Israeli government revoked Palestinian work permits
following the October 7, 2023 Hamas attack. Sri Lanka
has since emerged as a crucial labor provider, with
new workers departing in batches under the oversight
of the Sri Lanka Foreign Employment Bureau (SLFEB).
Despite the ongoing Israeli assault on Gaza and
Lebanon, SLFEB spokesperson Madushan Kularatne
said that working in Israel would be "safe." This has
attracted criticism that the SLFEB has downplayed
safety concerns for Sri Lankan workers. [Tamil
Guardian 1]

The expansion of Sri Lanka's labor force in Israel
continues the trend of normalizing and strengthening
diplomatic relations. In March 2024, Sri Lanka
inaugurated a consulate in Haifa, a key Israeli trade
hub, and held talks on trade partnerships in the gem,
jewelry, cinnamon, and agricultural industries. [Tamil
Guardian 2]

The deepening of engagement with Israel in labor and
trade comes despite Sri Lanka's consistent position on
Palestine. Over the last year, Sri Lanka has issued
numerous formal calls for an immediate ceasefire and
for humanitarian relief to be provided for Gaza. [Al
Jazeeral]

China launches military drills around
Taiwan, citing Taiwanese president’s
stance and US policy change

(ce) China has initiated military exercises around
Taiwan, citing President Lai Ching-te's recent
statements and changes to the US State Department's
fact sheet on Taiwan. Chinese officials claim these drills
are "just and necessary" to maintain stability and
counter what they perceive as Lai's "separatist
fallacies" and efforts to escalate cross-strait tensions.

Beijing specifically criticized Lai's "obstinate" pro-
independence stance and his tightening of cross-strait
exchange restrictions. The Chinese foreign ministry
stated that the recent military exercises were directly
linked to the US State Department's updated Taiwan
fact sheet, specifically the removal of language
opposing “Taiwan independence.” The ministry
characterized this change as a severe reversal of the
US's established position on the Taiwan issue. It also
condemned the US State Department's removal of
wording opposing Taiwan independence from its fact
sheet, alleging it reflects a US strategy to "contain
China." [Asia News]
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According to the Chinese foreign ministry, the military
drills were conducted to send a strong message to
both 'external forces' supporting Taiwan's
independence and to separatist factions within Taiwan.
They also called on the US to act with 'prudence’
regarding the Taiwan question.

Taiwan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) refuted
China's claims regarding the US fact sheet, stating that
the updates reflect longstanding US policy. MOFA
condemned China's military actions as destabilizing
and hypocritical, accusing Beijing of undermining
peace while falsely accusing others.

The day following the start of the drills, Taiwan's
Ministry of National Defense (MND) reported the
detection of 59 PLA aircraft and 9 PLAN ships around
Taiwan. 43 of the aircraft crossed the median line, and
two Chinese balloons were tracked near the island.
[Taiwan News]

China pushes for cross-strait integration
with Taiwan, warns against independence

(ce) China is signaling a strengthened commitment to
fostering closer ties with Taiwan, prioritizing economic
and cultural integration while simultaneously
delivering stark warnings against any moves toward
independence. This dual approach was underscored by
the Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO) in a press conference
on March 12, where officials outlined the government's
strategic direction.

Central to this strategy is the "enhancement of systems
and policies for economic and cultural exchanges
across the Taiwan Strait," a key focus within this year's
"Report on the Work of the Government." This initiative
aims to streamline interactions, facilitating smoother
personnel exchanges and deeper cross-sector
cooperation. In a move designed to attract greater
Taiwanese participation, China has pledged to provide
equal treatment to Taiwanese businesses and
enterprises operating on the mainland.

However, this push for integration is firmly rooted in
the principle of "peaceful unification and one country,
two systems." While emphasizing a desire for peaceful
development, the TAO also made it clear that any
perceived "provocations by Taiwan independence
forces" would be met with "decisive measures."

This stance reflects the consistent messaging
emanating from Beijing, where the "one-China
principle" and the "1992 consensus" remain
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unwavering cornerstones of cross-strait policy. The
National People's Congress report further reinforced
this position, explicitly opposing both Taiwan
independence movements and any form of external
interference. [TVBS]

The commitment to preventing independence was
further underscored during a recent symposium in
Beijing marking the 20th anniversary of the Anti-
Secession Law. Senior officials, including Zhao Leji,
chairman of the National People's Congress Standing
Committee, called for an enhanced legal framework to
counter "Taiwanese secession and foreign
intervention." The presence of high-ranking military
and security officials at the event signaled a unified
front, reinforcing China's determination to achieve
reunification.

The Anti-Secession Law, enacted in 2005, outlines
conditions under which "non-peaceful means" could
be used, including a formal declaration of
independence by Taiwan. China has also strengthened
its legal measures against secession, including judicial
guidelines that define criminal punishments for
"diehard 'Taiwan independence' separatists."

Adding to this display of resolve, the People's
Liberation Army's (PLA) Eastern Theater Command,
which oversees the Taiwan Strait, has declared its full
readiness to counter any attempts to undermine
China's national unity. General Lin Xiangyang, speaking
at the same symposium, emphasized the PLA's
ongoing modernization and combat readiness,
asserting that they are prepared to take "all necessary
measures" to deter and crush any separatist actions.
He highlighted the command's unwavering
commitment to implementing the Communist Party's
strategy for resolving the Taiwan issue and making
thorough military preparations for reunification. [China
Military]

These developments come amidst heightened cross-
strait tensions, following Taiwanese President William
Lai Ching-te's designation of mainland China as a
"foreign hostile force" and the announcement of new
national security measures. Beijing's Taiwan Affairs
Office responded sharply, accusing Lai of being a
"destroyer of cross-strait peace" and warning of
"decisive actions" if Taiwan crosses China's "red line."
This highlights the complex interplay of economic and
cultural engagement alongside firm security measures
that define China's current approach to Taiwan.
[SCMP]
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US senate bill proposes renaming
Taiwan's Washington representative
office

(ce) A bill has been introduced in the US Senate
proposing to rename Taiwan's representative office in
Washington, DC Senators John Curtis and Jeff Merkley
introduced the "Taiwan Representative Office Act,"
which would direct the Secretary of State to negotiate
changing the name of the Taipei Economic and Cultural
Representative Office (TECRO) to the "Taiwan
representative office."

The bill proposes that all US government documents
and communications would subsequently reflect the
new name. The sponsors of the bill state that the
proposed name change is intended to more accurately
reflect the office's function as a representative of the
people of Taiwan.

The current name, TECRO, has been used since the US
and Taiwan ended formal diplomatic relations in 1979.
The proposed change comes amidst ongoing
discussions about the nature of US-Taiwan relations
and the US "one China policy."

Previous attempts to rename the office have occurred,
including internal discussions within the US
government and similar bills introduced in Congress.
China has previously expressed opposition to
countries that allow Taiwan to use its name in
representative offices. The bill now moves to the
senate for further discussion. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan condemns South Africa's office
reclassification

(ce) Despite ongoing diplomatic negotiations regarding
the status of Taiwan's representative office in Pretoria,
South Africa has unilaterally changed the office's
designation on its government website, prompting a
formal protest from Taiwan's Ministry of Foreign
Affairs (MOFA). The "Taipei Liaison Office" has been
redesignated as the "Taipei Commercial Office" and
reclassified as an "international organization" as
opposed to a distinct entity. [Taiwan News]

MOFA condemned the move, stating it violates the
1997 agreement that granted the Liaison Office quasi-
embassy status, and criticising South Africa's reliance
on UN Resolution 2758 and the "one China" policy.
They accused South Africa of succumbing to Chinese
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pressure and undermining its own commitment to
democratic principles.

This action follows months of South African demands
for the office's relocation, despite ongoing diplomatic
discussions. While Taiwan engaged in negotiations,
South Africa proceeded with the website change
without reaching a consensus. MOFA has urged South
Africa to return to the negotiating table, address key
details, and refrain from further actions that violate
the 1997 agreement. (see AR No. 5, February/2025, 1)

Thai prime minister lays groundwork
prepares for royal state visit to Bhutan

(msz) Thai Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra met
with Bhutanese Ambassador to Thailand Kinzang Dorji
on March 14 to discuss preparations for the upcoming
state visit by the Thai King and Queen to Bhutan. The
two leaders also focused on economic cooperation,
particularly the bilateral Free Trade Agreement (FTA)
and Bhutan's Gelephu Mindfulness City (GMC).

The FTA between Thailand and Bhutan is expected to
be finalized during the sixth Bay of Bengal Initiative for
Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation
(BIMSTEC) Summit in Thailand in April, which Bhutan's
Prime Minister is also scheduled to attend. The
Bhutanese Ambassador praised the success of the
fourth round of FTA negotiations and highlighted
Thailand's role as a key trading partner for Bhutan, as
well as a destination for Bhutanese seeking medical
treatment, education, and tourism.

The discussion also covered Bhutan's GMC, a smart
city project envisioned as an economic hub that
connects Southeast Asia and South Asia. The Thai
Prime Minister expressed interest in investment
opportunities within the city, noting Thailand's
expertise in urban development and stating that the
Thai government is keen to learn more about the
related regulations and policies. [Bangkok Post]

Japan and Thailand co-develop new
premium biodiesel

(hrs) Thailand and Japan have co-developed H-Fame, a
premium-grade biodiesel designed to support low-
carbon transport, particularly for trucks. Developed in
2017 with support from Japan'’s International
Cooperation Agency (JICA) and Japan Science and
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Technology Agency (JST), the biodiesel has undergone
extensive testing and is now ready for mass
production.

H-Fame's efficiency is comparable to B7 diesel but
emits significantly less particulate matter. Tests have
been conducted on various trucks, including four-
wheel trucks, large trucks, and forklifts, covering over
10,000 kilometers.

According to Thailand’s National Energy Technology
Center (ENTEC) and Japan’'s New Energy and Industrial
Technology Development Organization (NEDO), the
fuel offers a 47 percent reduction in greenhouse gas
emissions and could eventually be produced at a cost
as low as USD 0.03 per liter.

H-Fame is expected to help Thai firms comply with the
European Union's Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism (CBAM) and support Thailand's carbon
neutrality target by 2050 and net-zero emissions by
2065. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand to upskill spa workers in France

(hrs) The Thai Ministry of Labour is partnering with the
Thai Massage Association in France to upskill spa
workers, helping them secure legal jobs in France.
Through the Department of Skill Development (DSD),
Thai workers can now receive certification for massage
and spa services. Sasima Park, president of the
Association Francaise Nuad Thai & Spa (AFNTS),
highlighted the demand for skilled workers, but also
noted challenges like the high cost of importing
workers and the risk of fraud. She urged the Ministry
to consider sending workers legally for better security.
[Bangkok Post]

Indonesia and Timor-Leste strengthen
academic and scientific cooperation

(Im) From March 2-6, Timor-Leste's Minister for Higher
Education, Science, and Culture, José Hondrio da Costa
Pereira Jerénimo, visited Indonesia to enhance
bilateral cooperation in higher education, science, and
technology. During the visit, he met with Indonesian
Minister of Higher Education, Science, and Technology,
Brian Yuliarto, and leaders from Indonesian academic
institutions.

The discussions centered on expanding cooperation in
education, research, innovation, and academic
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exchanges, particularly focusing on student visa
accessibility and the extension of residence permits for
Timorese students. Both sides committed to
strengthening academic ties, with the Bogor
Agricultural Institute offering ten scholarships and
exploring further professional internships and doctoral
opportunities for Timorese students.

Minister José Hondrio also delivered a keynote speech
at the Atma Jaya Catholic University, highlighting the
importance of education for Timor-Leste's sustainable
development. [Government of Timor-Leste]

Timor-Leste and Australia discuss
cybersecurity co-operation

(Im) On March 13, Timor-Leste and Australia met to
discuss cybersecurity collaboration. Minister Agio
Pereira and Director-General Longuinhos Monteiro
met with Australian officials, including Ambassador
Brendan Dowling and Ambassador Caitlin Wilson. The
meeting focused on addressing cybersecurity risks,
especially related to the new submarine cable, and
strengthening Timor-Leste's digital resilience.

Key discussions included developing a national
cybersecurity strategy, improving inter-institutional
coordination, and creating response mechanisms for
cyber threats. The Timorese government will identify
its needs for future agreements and vulnerability
assessments. Both sides committed to enhancing
technical collaboration to protect digital infrastructure
and national security. [Government of Timor-Leste]

Vietnam's aviation regulator considers
recognizing China's aircraft certifications

(hn) Vietnam'’s aviation regulator has proposed
recognizing China'’s aircraft design certifications as
equivalent to US and European standards, potentially
allowing jets from Chinese state-owned plane maker
COMAC to operate in Vietnam.

COMAC has been pushing to enter the Vietnamese
market, holding meetings with top leaders and offering
incentives to budget airlines as part of its global
expansion efforts. However, Vietnam is also balancing
its trade relationship with the US by reaffirming its
commitment to purchasing Boeing 737 max jets amid
concerns over trade tariffs.
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Current Vietnamese regulations require aircraft to be
certified by the US federal aviation administration
(FAA) or the European Union aviation safety agency
(EASA). The civil aviation authority of Vietnam (CAAV)
has proposed amending these rules, effective April 30,
2025, pending approval from Vietnam's top leadership.

The move aims to give Vietnamese airlines more
aircraft options, as they primarily rely on boeing and
airbus models. Vietjet, Vietnam's largest private airline,
has been considering leasing two COMACC909 regional
jets for domestic routes, though regulatory hurdles
have delayed their arrival.

Two former Chengdu airlines C909 jets have already
been listed under Vietjet's fleet, featuring Vietjet.com
branding and the number 75 to mark 75 years of
Vietnam-China relations. One aircraft made a
demonstration flight across Vietnam in January, 2025.

Vietnam and China have recently expanded
cooperation in defense and transport infrastructure,
reflecting deep economic ties between the two
nations. [Vietnaminsiders]

Vietnamese NA Vice Chairman meets with
Indian Parliamentary Speaker

(Im) Vietnamese NA Vice Chairman, Nguyen Duc Hai,
met with Om Birla, the Speaker of India’s
parliamentary lower house (Lok Sabha), on March 17
during his visit to India. They discussed enhancing
bilateral ties across politics, defense, economy, and
culture. Both agreed to promote exchanges and boost
trade to USD 20 billion. Hai also expressed gratitude
for India’s support in restoring the Cham tower
complexes and proposed increased investment in
strategic infrastructure. Additionally, they agreed to
strengthen cooperation between their legislative
bodies, focusing on digital transformation and
efficiency. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam strengthens trade ties with US to
avoid tariffs and boost economic
cooperation

(hn/lm) Vietnam is taking steps to address trade
imbalances with the United States, aiming to avoid
potential tariffs under the Trump administration while
securing deeper economic cooperation. In a series of
high-level meetings and agreements, Vietnam has
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committed to increasing imports of US energy
products and reviewing import tariffs on American
goods, particularly agricultural products, liquefied
natural gas (LNG), and high-tech equipment. [Reuters]

During a meeting in Hanoi on March 13, Prime Minister
Pham Minh Chinh reaffirmed Vietnam'’s commitment
to resolving US trade concerns, emphasizing that
economic, trade, and investment relations are central
to the Vietnam-US Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership. Chinh met with US Ambassador Marc
Knapper and stressed that Vietnam seeks a balanced
and sustainable trade relationship with Washington.
[Viet Nam News1] [tuoi tre news]

To reinforce these commitments, Vietnamese Minister
of Industry and Trade Nguyen Hong Dien met with US
Trade Representative Jamieson L. Greer in Washington
DC on March 13, marking the first ministerial-level
meeting since the new US administration took office.
The talks focused on removing trade barriers,
preventing transshipment fraud, and securing US
recognition of Vietnam’'s market economy status. Greer
acknowledged Vietnam's proactive efforts and
emphasized the US's interest in fair trade practices
while ensuring its economic and national security. [Viet
Nam News2] [Viet Nam News3]

As part of these efforts, Vietham announced
provisional energy deals with US firms, including a USD
4.15 billion agreement between PetroVietnam Gas and
ConocoPhillips for LNG trade. Other key agreements
include PetroVietnam Power’s deal with GE Vernova for
gas-fired power plant equipment and Binh Son
Refining and Petrochemical’s partnership with Kellogg
Brown & Root for a sustainable aviation fuel study.
Vietnam is also negotiating an additional USD 36 billion
in agreements, with long-term trade and investment
expected to reach USD 90.3 billion across sectors like
aviation, oil and gas, and refined petroleum imports.
[Reuters]

The United States remains Vietnam's second-largest
trading partner and top export market, with bilateral
trade surpassing USD 132 billion in 2024. Vietnam'’s
exports to the US grew 23.3 percent last year,
underscoring the significance of trade relations. The
Vietnamese government has emphasized its
willingness to facilitate US investments, including
potential collaboration on semiconductors, artificial
intelligence (Al), and rare mineral extraction. [tuoi tre
news]
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Announcements

Upcoming online events

19 March 2025 @ 12:00 - 1:00 p.m. (GMT-5), The
Heritage Foundation, USA

Free to Defame?: Revisiting NYT v.
Sullivan’s Actual Malice Standard in Libel
Law

This conference explores the historic 1964 NYT v.
Sullivan decision that established the "actual malice"
test for defamation suits by public figures. Detractors
argue that the test is constitutionally flawed and allows
for defamation with few remedies, while defenders
argue it safeguards press freedom and investigative
reporting. Leading libel attorneys and First
Amendment scholars will discuss its impacts,
constitutional basis, and potential reforms in the
modern media landscape. For more information, see
[The Heritage Foundation].

19 March 2025 @ 3:30 - 4:30 p.m. (GMT-4), Stimson
Center

Security and Sovereignty: Exploring
Canada’s Vision for Land Power with
Lieutenant-General M.C. Wright,
Commander of the Canadian Army

This event features Lieutenant-General M.C. Wright,
Commander of the Canadian Army, discussing how
Canada's defense policy is shaping its military strategy.
In a shifting global security landscape, he will outline
efforts to enhance Arctic operations, secure northern
regions, and strengthen collective defense
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commitments. Join us on March 19 as Lieutenant-
General Wright explores the practical advancements
translating policy into action, ensuring the Canadian
Army's readiness to safeguard national and global
security interests. For more information, see [Stimson
Center].

20 March 2025 @ 1:00 - 2:15 p.m. (GMT+1), Bruegel,
Belgium

The One Promise And Many Perils Of
Resurgent Industrial Policy

This event discusses the risks and implications of
industrial policy in the contemporary world. Industrial
policies try to fix market failures such as pollution to
different extents. They are reinvigorated by domestic
politics and geopolitical rivalries. Previously, they were
applied primarily by high-income nations, but lower-
capacity states apply them more today. Beata Javorcik,
EBRD Chief Economist, will deliver the main messages
of the EBRD Transition Report 2024-25: Navigating
Industrial Policy. For more information, see [Bruegel].

20 March 2025 @ 6:30 - 7:30 p.m. (GMT-5), The
Heritage Foundation, USA

Edwin Meese Ill Originalism Lecture:
Originalism, the Administrative State, and
the Clash of Political Theories

The Heritage Foundation presents the Edwin Meese Il
Originalism Lecture, featuring Professor Joel Alicea on
"Originalism, the Administrative State, and the Clash of
Political Theories." Alicea, a law professor and AE|
scholar, will address how originalist theory applies to
modern governance. The lecture honors former
Attorney General Ed Meese's leadership in advancing
originalism, once a controversial theory now at the
center of American jurisprudence. The conference
continues the conversation on constitutional
interpretation and its evolving role in law and policy.
For more information, see [The Heritage Foundation].

24 March 2025 @ 3:00 - 4:00 p.m. (GMT-5), Asia
Society Policy Institute, USA

Global Public Opinion: How Does the
World See China?
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This event discusses international public opinion about
China in the context of rising geopolitical tensions. The
world's public is becoming more conscious of China's
economic, political, and environmental power,
informing both policy-making and Sino-American
rivalry. The Center for China Analysis (CCA) at the Asia
Society Policy Institute is unveiling the Global Public
Opinion on China (GPOC) website, which consolidates
2,600+ surveys to monitor such attitudes. Global and
Chinese viewpoints will be presented by experts
Andrew Chubb, Maria Repnikova, and Cindy Yu, with
Neil Thomas in the chair. For more information, see
[Asia Policy Institute].

24 March 2025 @ 12:30 - 1:30 p.m. (GMT+11), Lowy
Institute, Australia

Owen Harries Lecture US-Russia-China:
The nuclear triumvirate of the 21st
century

Rose Gottemoeller, the ex-senior NATO official and
arms control negotiator, gives the 2024 Owen Harries
Lecture on the evolving nuclear world. As China's pace
of expansion quickens and Russia's nuclear
brinkmanship in Ukraine, the globe is faced with a
singular situation—three nuclear equals. Gottemoeller
will discuss implications for the United States and its
allies and the potential for nuclear restraint and arms
control. The annual lecture is a testament to Owen
Harries' contribution to international policy debate in
the U.S. and Australia. For more information, see [Lowy
Institute].

25 March 2025 @ 9:00 - 10:30 a.m. (GMT-4), Stimson
Center

U.S.-Japan Alliance in 2025: Toward a
Deeper Alliance

This event delves into the future of U.S.-Japan relations
in the wake of Prime Minister Ishiba's White House
victory and upcoming defense talks between Secretary
Pete Hegseth and Minister Gen Nakatani. As both
nations pursue efforts to make commitments of the
Trump-Ishiba statement, essential alliance issues and
new challenges will be discussed by experts.
Moderated by moderator Yuki Tatsumi, this panel of
rising experts will examine critical issues on the U.S.-
Japan alliance "watch list" and the future of bilateral
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engagement. For more information, see [Stimson
Center].

25 March 2025 @ 9:00 - 10:00 a.m. (GMT-5), The
Dialogue, USA

Launch of the Regional Repository of
Chinese Investments in Latin America

This is the launch of the Regional Repository of
Chinese Investments in Latin America, an internet-
based database produced by ICLAC and partners to
track Chinese foreign direct investment (FDI)
throughout the region. With a map feature and search
functionality, the Repository provides up-to-date,
georeferenced data on top FDI recipients. Join ICLAC
Director Francisco Urdinez and Inter-American
Dialogue's Margaret Myers on March 25, 2025, as they
share key investment trends, leading companies, and
the implications for Latin American development. For
more information, see [The Dialogue].

25 March 2025 @ 11:00 a.m. - 12:00 p.m. (GMT-5),
The Heritage Foundation, USA

Building America’s Missile Defense Shield

This event examines the feasibility and national
security implications of President Trump's executive
order to develop a U.S. Iron Dome missile defense
system. This was decades beyond the reach of
technology in the past, but the breakthroughs that are
possible today make it a reality. Experts will discuss the
technical advances that enable this defense
architecture and its importance in defending the
American people. For more information, see [The
Heritage Foundation].

Recent Book Releases

Elham Fakhro, The Abraham Accords: The Gulf States,
Israel, and the Limits of Normalization, Columbia
University Press, 352 pages, published December 5,
2024. For a review, see [LSE].

Cass R. Sunstein, Climate Justice: What Rich Nations
Owe the World—and the Future, MIT Press, 200 pages,
published February 11, 2025. For a review, see [Foreign
Affairs].
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Anthony ]. Spires, Everyday Democracy: Civil Society,
Youth, and the Struggle Against Authoritarian Culture
in China, Columbia University Press, 312 pages,
published December 6, 2024. For a review, see
[Foreign Affairs].

David E. Sanger, New Cold Wars: China’s Rise, Russia’s
Invasion, and America’s Struggle to Defend the West,
Scribe Publications, 528 pages, published April 16,
2024. For a review, see [Foreign Affairs].

Kate Conger and Ryan Mac, Character Limit: How
Elon Musk Destroyed Twitter, Penguin Press, 480
pages, published September 19, 2024. For a review,
see [Foreign Affairs].

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].

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].

The Latin American Society of International Law
(SLADI/LASIL) invites paper proposals for its 2025
conference “Latin America in a Rapidly Changing
World,” to be held from July 31 July to August 2, 2025,
at the Universidad de la Republica in Montevideo,
Uruguay. The deadline for abstract submission is
March 31, 2025. For more information, see
[SLADI/LASIL].

Jobs and Positions

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization - Belgium is
looking for an Assistant Legal Adviser. The deadline
for application submission is April 10, 2025. For more
information, see [The North Atlantic Treaty
Organization].

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization - Iraq is looking for a National
Consultant - Labour Market Information
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Observatory. The deadline for application submission
is March 27, 2025. For more information, see
[UNESCO]

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization - Iraq is looking for an
International Consultant - Labor Market
Assessment. The deadline for application submission
is March 27, 2025. For more information, see
[UNESCO].

The United Nations Department of Economic and
Social Affairs - Switzerland is looking for an Internet
Governance Consultant. The deadline for application
submission is March 25, 2025. For more information,
see [UN DESA].

The United Nations Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean Economic Commission
for Latin America and the Caribbean - Mexico is
looking for an Economic Affairs Officer. The deadline
for application submission is March 21, 2025. For more
information, see [ECLAC].

The United Nations Secretariat - Honduras is looking
for a Development Coordination Officer, Economist.
The deadline for application submission is April 13,
2025. For more information, see [UN].

The Asian Development Bank is looking for a Junior
Legal Specialist - Individual Consultant. The
deadline for application submission is March 20, 2025.
For more information, see [ADB].

The University of Bolton in Manchester is looking for
an Associate Lecturer - Legal Aspects of Business.
The deadline for application submission is April 14,
2025. For more information, see [University of Bolton
in Manchester].

Arden University is looking for a Senior Lecturer in
Law. The deadline for application submission is March
24,2025. For more information, see [Arden University].

The University of Bath is looking for a Research
Assistant for the Institute for Policy Research. The
deadline for application submission is March 30, 2025.
For more information, see [University of Bath].

The Institute of Law, Jersey is looking for a Dean &
Chief Executive. The deadline for application
submission is April 16, 2025. For more information, see
[Institute of Law, Jersey].

York St John University is looking for a Lecturer in
Law. The deadline for application submission is April
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29, 2025. For more information, see [York St John
University].

The 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].

Team:

Adelaide Im (adi), Aamnah Fatima Khan (afk), Aung Naing
Lin (anl), Aye Moe Pwint Phyu, Busawan
Kachonnarongvanish (bk), Choi Yee Ling Elaine (ce), Daniel
Rhys Harding (dh), Dominic Andreas Dahl (db), Duc Quang
Ly (dql), Eloise Dupuis (ed), Fatima Nisar (fn), Felix Serna
Calvo (fs), Geo Dzakwan Arshali (ga), Helene Ng Hui En
(he), Henning Glaser (hg), Herosha Shanmugam (hrs), Hoa
Khanh Ngo (hn), Htet Hlaing Win (hw), Ismit Ara Jiniya (ij),
Kiersten Alexis Philavanh (kp), Lizhi Dong (Id), Lucas Meier
(Im), Madeleine McWilliam (mm), Mohammad Rizwan Ali
(mra), Myat Sandar Zaw (msz), Nicholas Fenech (nf),
Nguyen Hoang Thuy Tien (nt), Patrick Nguyen (pn), Renee
Teoh (rt), Robishan Subba (rs), Sofiia Lysko (sl), Steven
Naaman (sn), Sudiksha Ajit Lachman (sal), Thandar Aung
Soe (tas), Thoon Nadi Lynn (tl), Tomwit Jarnson (tj),
Vanessa Soon Qi (vsq), Venus Phuangkom, Walid Yunu
(wyn), Yong Qi (yq), Zarif Hamid (zh)

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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