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Dear Readers,

Welcome to this week’s issue of the Asia in Review (AiR)

covering the latest events, developments and trends in

domestic politics, international relations and

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

I wish you an informative read and extend special

greetings to everyone who celebrates the

Independence Day of Bangladesh and Greece 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: Central Military Commission Vice-

Chairman He Weidong reportedly arrested

(dql) He Weidong, second-ranked Vice-Chairman of the

Central Military Commission (CMC), has reportedly

been arrested. If confirmed, this would be the latest

high-profile case in what is widely seen as a sweeping

purge within China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA), in

which now also officials loyal to President and CMC

Chairman Xi Jinping are being targeted.

Reports further indicate that former PLA General

Logistics Department Minister Zhao Keshi has also

been taken into custody, alongside several senior

generals from the Fujian faction, and that He’s

secretary is under investigation for allegedly leaking

classified information. Zhao, a former Commander of

the Nanjing Military Region, held substantial influence

over military budgets and the defense industry.



The crackdown is said to have also affected the

Western Theatre Command Deputy Commander,

multiple Fujian-based generals, the Eastern Theatre

Navy Commander, the Deputy Director of the CMC

Science and Technology Committee, and the Director

of the Military Affairs Office. [India Today] [The Hill]

The focus on Fujian-based leaders is particularly

notable, given the province's significance as one of Xi

Jinping’s traditional power bases. From 1985-2002 Xi

held several posts in the province, including governor,

appoint in 1999.

Besides Xi, the CMC consist of other five members

coming for Xi’s two power bases and forming the so-

called “Fujian Clique” and “Shaanxi Cligue”. The former

consists of He and suspended Admiral and head the

CMC’s Political Work Department Miao Hua, who has

been under investigation since November. A political

commissar, Miao is considered a close ally of President

Xi Jinping. Their relationship goes back to a shared

time in Fujian province in the 1990s, when Miao was

stationed and Xi worked as a local official there (see

AiR No. 49, December/2024, 1). While formally

removed from duty for "serious violations of

discipline," it is believed that he was sacked over

disloyalty and plans to build up his own political base.

[Brookings] [Mercator Institute for China Studies]

Originally from Fujian, He was the head of the Eastern

Theater Command from 2019-2022, which is

responsible for the provinces of Jiangsu, Zhejiang,

Anhui, Fujian, Jiangxi, Shanghai, and the East China

Sea, including the Taiwan Strait, and maintains military

forces in Fujian. Xi's promotion of He to the head of

Eastern Theater Command is seen as due to the close

personal relationship between them, as He was not a

member or an alternate member of the Central

Committee of the Chinese Communist Party at the

time. Furthermore, he was unexpectedly appointed as

a CMC Vice Chairman in 2022, despite never having

been a member of the Politburo before. High-level

military appointments are typically held by individuals

with corresponding political positions within the CCP.

The “Shaanxi Clique” refers the CMC members who like

Xi hail from Shaanxi Province – first CMC Vice-

Chairman Zhang Youxia, Zhang Shengmin and Liu

Zhenli. Zhang Youxia has close familial ties with Xi, as

their fathers served in the same unit during the civil

war.

Indicative of a possible power struggle with Xi and

Zhang, a series of articles published in the PLA Daily in

late 2024 and authored by individuals aligned with the

latter, advocate for collective leadership and greater
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internal democratic decision-making, indirectly

challenging the former’s call for centralized and unified

leadership. [The Jamestown Foundation]

Furthermore, it is rumored that Xi’s archrival, Bo Xilai,

who has been serving a life sentence for corruption,

abuse of power, and other charges since 2012,

submitted a petition to the CCP’s Supreme Court and

Supreme Procuratorate before this year’s Two

Sessions, requesting rehabilitation and vindication.

Some analysts believe this rumor may have been

fabricated by anti-Xi forces to influence public opinion.

It is argued that Xi Jinping would never release a "tiger

back into the mountain," as Bo Xilai is believed to

harbor the highest political ambitions. [Creaders.net, in

Chinese]

Bo, who was a prominent figure within the CCP,

serving as the Party Secretary of Chongqing and

previously as Minister of Commerce, was considered

the main political opponent of Xi Jinping before his

downfall. Bo has consistently dismissed the charges

against him as politically motivated, throughout his

trial and in the years following his downfall,

maintaining that the accusations of corruption, abuse

of power, and other charges were part of a political

plot to undermine him and eliminate him as a

potential rival to Xi.  

China: Authorities detain two Christians

for cult activities

(lb) Police in Fuyang, a city in China’s eastern Anhui

province, detained two members of the Wheatseed

Reform Church on March 10, accusing them of using

“cult activities to endanger society,” according to rights

groups. The church, which refuses to join the

government-backed Three-Self Patriotic Association,

has reportedly been targeted repeatedly by

authorities. [Weiquanwang, in Chinese]

Operating under the Chinese Communist Party (CCP),

the Three-Self Patriotic Association is responsible for

overseeing Protestant churches in the country. The

"Three-Self" refers to the principles of self-governance,

self-support, and self-propagation.

Local Christians report that the Wheatseed Reform

Church has faced continuous harassment. At least 19

members have been detained in the past three years,

while others have been forced to relocate. Some

church members have also been physically assaulted

by police, particularly after holding religious meetings

that included children. A local pastor noted that
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authorities automatically classify unregistered

churches as cults and often accuse them of fraud.

The detentions are viewed by critics as reflecting a

broader pattern of religious suppression in China,

where both house churches and government-

approved congregations face restrictions. [Radio Free

Asia]

China: Uyghur Muslims required to prove

they are not fasting during Ramadan

ld) Chinese authorities in Xinjiang have ordered

Uyghur residents to submit daily video evidence

proving they are not fasting during Ramadan,

according to police officials and social media posts

reviewed by Radio Free Asia (RFA). The measures,

implemented under Beijing’s campaign against

“religious extremism,” include mandatory meal

recordings sent to local officials and organized public

feasts to deter observance of the Islamic holy month,

which began on February 28 and ends March 29.

In Peyziwat county, part of Kashgar prefecture,

Uyghurs are required to film themselves eating lunch

each day and send the videos to local officials via

platforms like Douyin (China’s TikTok). Residents noted

that such compliance is enforced in public spaces such

as markets and hospitals. Police in Peyziwat confirmed

the policy applies to all residents, including Uyghur

officers, with violations risking detention.

The directives extend across multiple townships, with

local cadres in Gulbagh, Bayawat, and Terim

demanding real-time verification. In Kucha County,

authorities cited printed documents prohibiting fasting

even for those over age 65. Additional measures

include plans for government-organized collective

meals to disrupt private fasting, a tactic previously

used to enforce compliance.

The enforcement aligns with Beijing’s assimilation

policies in Xinjiang, where Han Chinese migration and

Mandarin education campaigns aim to dilute Uyghur

identity. China has criminalized Islamic practices in

Xinjiang since 2017, banning Friday prayers, mosque

gatherings, and religious holidays under

counterterrorism laws. [Radio Free Asia]

The Chinese government is accused of systematic

human rights violations against the Uyghurs in

Xinjiang, including genocide. Beijing has consistently

denied these accusations.
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China: Security agencies exempted from

new restrictions on use of facial

recognition

(lb) China's cyberspace regulator has introduced new

rules on facial recognition technology, stating that

individuals should not be forced to use it for identity

verification. The regulations, approved by the Ministry

of Public Security, will take effect in June. They aim to

curb the widespread use of facial recognition in hotels,

gated communities, and other private-sector

applications. However, they do not impose restrictions

on security authorities, who continue to use the

technology for law enforcement and surveillance. [The

State Council, China]

The Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC) framed

the regulations as a response to growing public

concern over data privacy. It emphasized that

individuals must be given alternative, reasonable

options if they decline to verify their identity through

facial recognition. Companies collecting such data will

be required to obtain explicit user consent before

processing biometric information. The rules also

mandate clear signage wherever facial recognition is

used.

This is not the first time China has attempted to

regulate facial recognition. In 2021, the Supreme Court

banned its use for identity verification in shopping

malls and hotels, and the Personal Information

Protection Law imposed fines on companies that failed

to secure user consent. The latest regulations reinforce

these protections but leave significant gaps in

oversight, particularly regarding the government’s own

use of biometric surveillance. [Reuters]

China – Hong Kong: Government faces

backlash over overlooking ethnic minority

couriers in delivery worker survey

(lb) The first government survey on food delivery

workers in Hong Kong has drawn criticism for

overlooking ethnic minorities, who make up a

significant portion of the workforce.

Justine Lam of the Riders’ Rights Concern Group said

the survey failed to account for ethnic minority

workers, who tend to work full time. She argued that

the findings misrepresented their working hours and

income, potentially downplaying the need for stronger
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labor protections. Without accurate data, policymakers

might assume that fewer workers depend on platform

jobs for their livelihood, reducing pressure for

regulatory reforms.

Under Hong Kong law, delivery workers are classified

as self-employed contractors, meaning they lack the

rights and benefits of full-time employees. The survey

estimated 12,900 delivery workers in the city but did

not specify ethnic demographics

The survey results will be discussed in the Legislative

Council’s manpower panel next Monday. The findings

come as Deliveroo prepares to exit the Hong Kong

market, leaving Foodpanda and KeeTa as the city’s

dominant platforms. The Riders’ Rights Concern Group

has warned that the resulting duopoly could worsen

conditions for delivery workers, leading to further

exploitation. [Hong Kong Free Press]

China: Apple expands clean energy

investment with USD 99 million fund

(lb) Apple announced the creation of a new clean

energy fund in China worth USD 99 million during CEO

Tim Cook’s visit to Beijing. The initiative aligns with the

company’s goal of transitioning its supply chain to 100

percent renewable energy by 2030. Apple has been

increasing its clean energy capacity in China, where

much of its manufacturing takes place. [Reuters]

[Dimsum Daily]

The announcement comes as China seeks to attract

foreign investment amid economic challenges and

geopolitical tensions. Beijing has been making efforts

to reassure international companies of its market

potential, with officials meeting corporate leaders from

various industries. The China Council for the

Promotion of International Trade expressed support

for Apple’s deepening cooperation with Chinese

suppliers. [Economic Times].

Cook’s visit coincided with the China Development

Forum, where Chinese Premier Li Qiang urged global

companies to keep their markets open despite

economic uncertainties. He Lifeng, China’s vice

premier, met executives from multinational firms,

emphasizing China’s commitment to fostering a stable

business environment.

The investment also comes at a time when U.S.–China

trade relations remain strained. The U.S. government

has imposed 20 percent tariffs on all Chinese goods,

citing concerns over fentanyl exports. Despite this,
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China continues to engage with American businesses,

with representatives from U.S. firms making up the

largest group at the forum (see article below).

China: Foreign CEOs gather in Beijing for

high-stakes forum

(ld/yq) Chinese Premier Li Qiang declared on March 23

that China is prepared for “unexpected shocks” from

external pressures, including anticipated U.S. tariff

hikes, during his opening speech at the China

Development Forum in Beijing. Addressing global CEOs

and policymakers, Li framed Beijing as a defender of

globalization and multilateralism, contrasting it with

what he termed Western “unilateralism” and

protectionism. The remarks come ahead of expected

U.S. reciprocal tariffs on April 2 and amid a 13 percent

year-on-year drop in foreign direct investment (FDI) in

January 2025 (see AiR No. 8, February/2025, 4).

Li vowed to introduce new measures facilitating

foreign business integration into sectors like

healthcare, artificial intelligence, and green technology,

though specifics were not detailed. The forum, themed

“Unleashing Development Momentum for Stable

Global Growth,” convened over 80 CEOs from firms

including Apple, Siemens, and HSBC, with discussions

spanning sustainable supply chains, consumption

incentives, and AI governance. [CGTN]

Li’s forum speech positioned China as a stabilizing

force in global trade, urging attendees to resist

“fragmentation” and uphold multilateral systems. This

rhetoric clashes with Trump’s “America First” agenda,

which has seen the U.S. withdraw from international

agreements and escalate tariffs. Despite Li’s

assurances, foreign businesses remain wary of

Beijing’s mixed signals—advocating openness while

tightening data laws and subsidizing state champions.

[Financial Times]

Executives expressed cautious optimism, with

discussions centered on sustaining growth and

enhancing global partnerships. Siemens CEO Roland

Busch, serving as the event’s international co-chair,

emphasized the need for collective efforts to unlock

global economic potential, praising Beijing’s moves to

expand market access and foster fair competition.

U.S.-China Business Council President Sean Stein noted

that Premier Li’s focus on macroeconomic stability

resonated with executives seeking reassurance amid

global volatility. [South China Morning Post]
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Chinese President Xi Jinping is expected to meet a

select group of foreign CEOs on March 28, potentially

including European and British leaders, though the

final list remains unclear. Last year, Xi dismissed

concerns about China’s economic peak during a

meeting with U.S. CEOs, but dialogue has since

dwindled. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi avoided

U.S. counterparts during a recent New York visit,

highlighting strained bilateral communications.

[Reuters]

Meanwhile, Vice Commerce Minister Wang Shouwen

reaffirmed during a meeting with PepsiCo Chairman

and CEO Ramon Laguarta China’s commitment to

expanding domestic demand and promoting

consumption, which would create more opportunities

for foreign investors. [Xinhua News Agency]

China has intensified its outreach to multinational

business leaders as foreign direct investment (FDI)

declined by 27.1 percent in 2024, the steepest drop

since the 2008 financial crisis. Chinese trade officials

have met with executives from leading global

companies—including PepsiCo, Airbus, Procter &

Gamble, and Swire Group—to reassure them of

China's long-term economic prospects. [Reuters]

Addressing China’s economic outlook, Wang expressed

confidence in achieving the country’s 2025 economic

growth target, citing policies designed to stimulate

domestic demand. He reiterated China’s stance on U.S.

tariff policies, criticizing unilateral hikes as detrimental

to bilateral trade. Laguarta, in response, reaffirmed

PepsiCo’s commitment to expanding its presence in

China while supporting stable U.S.-China trade

relations. [Daily CPEC]

China: Military expands use of AI in

support operations

(lb) China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is

integrating DeepSeek artificial intelligence (AI) into

non-combat operations, primarily in military hospitals

and support units, reflecting ongoing AI expansion to

achieve China’s long-term goal of modernizing its

military capabilities.

The AI tool, DeepSeek R1-70B, assists doctors by

recommending treatment plans while ensuring patient

data remains on local servers. The PLA General

Hospital in Beijing, also known as 301 Hospital, has

deployed DeepSeek in collaboration with Huawei,

using Ascend hardware to develop a localized

knowledge database. The People’s Armed Police (PAP)
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is also using DeepSeek for physical training and

psychological support. [Interesting Engineering]

Chinese state media and defense analysts suggest the

military could eventually expand AI use into battlefield

intelligence. The PLA has emphasized that AI should

assist rather than replace human decision-making.

Reports highlight AI’s potential for processing real-time

battlefield data, improving situational awareness, and

aiding military decision-making. [South China Morning

Post]

China’s broader AI strategy includes applications in

healthcare, manufacturing, and governance. Some

government agencies already use DeepSeek for anti-

corruption initiatives. By first deploying AI in controlled

environments, the PLA is refining the technology

before potentially integrating it into high-risk military

operations. [Times of India] [South China Morning

Post]

While the United States remains a leader in AI

development, analysts argue that the country is best

able to integrate AI into its military operations will gain

a strategic advantage. [The Conversation]

China: Former engineer sentenced to

death for espionage

(lb) A former Chinese engineer, identified only by his

surname Liu, has been sentenced to death for leaking

state secrets to a foreign intelligence agency, Beijing’s

Ministry of State Security announced on March 19. Liu,

who worked as an assistant engineer at an undisclosed

research institute, allegedly copied, duplicated, and

sold a large volume of classified information before

leaving his position. [BBC]

Authorities said Liu initially took the materials as

retaliation against his superiors, whom he believed

had treated him unfairly. Facing financial difficulties

after failed investments, he later attempted to sell the

information. A foreign espionage agency reportedly

deceived him into handing over classified documents

for a low price before cutting off contact. Liu later

sought additional buyers, traveling covertly through

multiple countries over six months. [Dimsum Daily]

The case comes amid heightened scrutiny of foreign

influence under President Xi Jinping. Beijing has

increased warnings about espionage threats and has

used social media to highlight cases like Liu’s, aiming to

deter further intelligence breaches. [China Leadership

Monitor]
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China: Fujian aircraft carrier nears

operational readiness

(lb) China’s Fujian aircraft carrier, the world’s largest

conventionally powered warship, has embarked on its

seventh sea trial, marking another step toward

operational deployment. The 80,000-ton carrier,

launched on June 17, 2022, is China’s first domestically

designed and built carrier equipped with

electromagnetic catapults. These trials aim to refine its

propulsion, electrical systems, and aircraft launch

capabilities, ensuring its readiness for service in the

People’s Liberation Army Navy. [International Defence

Analysis]

A key development in this trial is the possible testing of

Fujian’s shipborne fighters, the J-15T and J-35, in full

operational conditions. If these trials include catapult

launches and arrested landings at sea, it would be the

first comprehensive test of the carrier’s combat

capabilities. This brings China closer to having three

active aircraft carriers, second only to the United

States, which operates eleven. [South China Morning

Post]

Recent imagery from the Fujian’s flight deck has also

sparked discussions among defense analysts.

Alongside the expected KJ-600 airborne early warning

aircraft, a second aircraft resembling the KJ-600, but

lacking its signature radome was observed. This has

led to speculation that China may be developing a

carrier-based transport aircraft similar to the U.S.

Navy’s C-2 Greyhound, potentially enhancing

operational flexibility during extended deployments.

[Interesting Engineering]

As the Fujian continues rigorous testing, analysts note

the frequency and intensity of its trials exceed those of

its predecessors, Liaoning and Shandong. The

warship’s larger displacement allows it to carry more

aircraft, while its electromagnetic catapults significantly

improve launch efficiency, enabling the deployment of

heavier and fully loaded jets. If the upcoming tests

proceed smoothly, the carrier is expected to enter

active service later this year, reinforcing China’s naval

power in the region. [Interesting Engineering]

China: New powerful deep-sea cable

cutter unveiled
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(dql) China has unveiled a compact deep-sea cable-

cutting device capable of severing even the most

fortified underwater communication and power lines.

This marks the first official disclosure of such a tool by

any country, highlighting its potential to reshape global

maritime power dynamics.

Developed by the China Ship Scientific Research Centre

(CSSRC) and its affiliated State Key Laboratory of Deep-

sea Manned Vehicles, the device can operate at depths

of up to 4,000 meters—twice the range of existing

subsea communication infrastructure. It is designed

for use with China’s advanced submersibles. The tool

specifically targets steel-reinforced cables that support

95 percent of global data transmission.

While initially developed for civilian salvage and seabed

mining, the device's dual-use capabilities raise security

concerns. It could disrupt critical communication lines

near strategic locations, such as Guam, a key U.S.

military hub in the Indo-Pacific. [Interesting

Engineering] [News X]

China's unveiling of this device aligns with its growing

dominance in undersea infrastructure. It operates the

world's largest fleet of crewed and uncrewed

submersibles and recently began constructing a deep-

sea station in the South China Sea. In contrast, the U.S.

and Japan face challenges in maintaining their deep-

sea capabilities, with Japan’s only crewed submersible,

Shinkai 6500, nearing retirement.

Guam, hosting multiple fiber-optic cables serving both

military and civilian needs, remains a critical target in

strategic calculations. The potential for China's tool to

operate stealthily from unmanned platforms has

fueled military discussions, particularly in light of past

incidents like the unexplained destruction of Russia’s

seabed natural gas pipeline. [South China Morning

Post] [IISS]

China: Aging warships repurposed for

naval training

(lb) China has converted two of its older Type 053H3

frigates into training vessels as it modernizes its naval

fleet. The Yichang and the Huludao, formerly front-line

warships, recently participated in a combat exercise

alongside the Zheng He, a ship originally designed for

training. This transition reflects the growing role of

advanced vessels like Type 054A and the newly

commissioned Type 054B in replacing older warships.
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The Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Navy’s

recent exercise tested crew command skills,

navigation, and emergency response. Training drills

included live-fire shooting, maritime replenishment,

damage control, and ship towing.

The Type 053 series, once crucial for protecting China’s

maritime interests, is now nearing the end of its

service life. In contrast, the Type 054B frigate, which

China commissioned in January, features advanced

stealth, command, and firepower systems. Just over a

month after entering service, it began training

exercises in the Yellow Sea, signaling rapid integration

into active duty. [Zona Militar] [Global Times]

China: Taiwan-based publisher convicted

of inciting secession

(lb) A Shanghai court convicted Taiwan-based publisher

Li Yanhe of “inciting secession” in China, Beijing

announced on March 18. The ruling was delivered in a

“public sentencing” on February 17, though authorities

did not disclose the length of his sentence. Taiwan’s

Mainland Affairs Council disputed claims that the trial

was public, calling Beijing’s statements “complete lies”.

[Radio Taiwan INTL]

Li, also known by his pen name Fu Cha, was the editor-

in-chief of Taiwan-based Gusa Publishing. His company

expressed outrage over the conviction, stating they

were unable to access the indictment, the charges

against him, or the details of his sentence. Li had been

detained since April 2023 after disappearing during a

trip to Shanghai. Beijing later confirmed he was held

on suspicion of “endangering national security.”

The sentencing coincided with the 20th anniversary of

China’s anti-secession law, which Beijing uses to target

individuals accused of supporting Taiwan’s

independence. China considers Taiwan part of its

territory and has increased military and political

pressure on the island in recent years. Taiwan’s

government condemned Li’s conviction, calling it part

of a broader effort to intimidate the island’s publishing,

academic, and cultural sectors [Taipei Times]

Neither China nor Taiwan has confirmed Li’s

citizenship. His case follows a pattern of Beijing

targeting figures critical of its policies, further straining

cross-strait relations. His colleagues and supporters

remain uncertain whether he will be allowed to return

to Taiwan after serving his sentence. [The Straits

Times]
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China: Prominent nationalist blogger

fined for tax evasion

(lb) Chinese authorities have fined ultranationalist

blogger Sima Nan more than CNY 9 million (USD 1.2

million) for tax evasion.

Sima Nan, whose real name is Yu Li, has been a well-

known nationalist figure in China for decades,

amassing more than 50 million followers across

platforms like Weibo and Douyin. He gained

prominence in the 1990s for his criticism of Falun Gong

and later became a vocal opponent of the West and

the private sector. His social media accounts went

silent in November, with sources suggesting he had

been banned from online platforms for a year.

Despite his strong nationalist stance, Sima Nan

frequently targeted private businesses, including tech

giant Lenovo, accusing them of betraying national

interests. His hardline views often aligned with Beijing’s

broader policies, making his punishment notable. The

fine comes as Chinese authorities seek to restore

confidence in the private sector, with President Xi

Jinping recently assuring business leaders of fair

market access and reducing regulatory burdens.

In his last social media post, Sima Nan controversially

claimed that former U.S. President Donald Trump

would be more beneficial to China’s efforts to reclaim

Taiwan, stating Trump views diplomacy as a business

transaction. [South China Morning Post]

China – Hong Kong: Man sentenced to

three years, nine months for role in 2019

riot

(lb) A 27-year-old man, Chan Wai-yiu, has been

sentenced to 45 months in prison for his involvement

in a riot in Wan Chai on August 31, 2019. He pleaded

guilty to the charge after being arrested upon

returning to Hong Kong in 2023. Chan had been living

in Japan, where he worked for an accounting firm, but

was detained during a family visit. [Dimsum Daily 1]

The court heard that the riot involved large groups of

demonstrators gathering in Admiralty, Wan Chai, and

Causeway Bay. Prosecutors described the event as

highly org
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anized, with participants arriving prepared for clashes.

Protesters engaged in acts of vandalism, set fires, and

threw petrol bombs at police officers, significantly

outnumbering law enforcement.

The judge noted that the rioters had shown a disregard

for the law and public order. Chan was reportedly

dressed in black, wearing gloves and a mask, when he

attempted to kick a police officer. He was apprehended

at the scene.

The court initially considered a five-month sentence as

a starting point but, with no mitigating factors beyond

his guilty plea, ultimately sentenced him to 45 months

in prison. His conviction is part of ongoing legal

proceedings against individuals involved in the 2019

protests [Dimsum Daily 2] [South China Morning Post]

China: Controls on fentanyl-related

substances tightened

(lb) China’s General Administration of Customs (GAC)

has reaffirmed its strict stance on fentanyl-related

substances, emphasizing enhanced legal controls and

enforcement measures. The GAC official stated that

China has implemented a "high-pressure" approach to

investigating and seizing fentanyl-linked shipments,

reinforcing customs regulations to prevent smuggling.

Under Chinese regulations introduced in 2013,

fentanyl-based medications—including alfentanil,

fentanyl, remifentanil, and sufentanil—are classified as

narcotic drugs. The import and export of these

substances require licenses issued by national drug

authorities. Individuals carrying fentanyl-related

medication for personal use must present medical

documentation, while healthcare professionals can

transport limited supplies with certification from

provincial-level authorities. [Global Times]

Non-medicinal fentanyl substances remain banned

throughout all production and distribution stages, with

exceptions strictly limited to research and testing.

Pharmaceutical and medical device manufacturing

involving fentanyl must comply with national

regulations. China’s customs authorities continue to

strengthen oversight, deploying advanced detection

technologies such as CT and X-ray systems and

improving officer training to identify concealed

shipments.

China’s stance comes amid heightened international

scrutiny, particularly from the United States, which has

linked fentanyl trafficking to broader trade disputes.
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While Beijing insists on strict control measures,

ongoing diplomatic discussions have focused on

curbing illicit fentanyl flows into North America.

[Ecns.cn]

Japan: Ruling party under pressure as gift-

voucher case widens

(dql) Pressure on the ruling Liberal Democratic Party

(LDP) of Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba is mounting

former Prime Minister Fumio Kishida’s office

distributed gift vouchers worth JPY 100,000 (USD 670)

each to parliamentary vice ministers during a 2022

meal gathering. LDP sources revealed this fueling

speculation about gift-giving as a common practice

among lawmakers. Kishida's office insisted it acted

within the law but provided no further details. [The

Japan Times]

The issue resurfaced as Ishiba is facing scrutiny for

distributing similar vouchers to newly elected Liberal

LDP) lawmakers (see AiR No. 11, March/2025, 3).

Ishiba reiterated that the vouchers his office

distributed ahead of a March 3 dinner were political

donations. [Nippon.com]

Multiple LDP lawmakers and other sources said they

also received vouchers worth JPY 50,000 (USD 335) or

JPY 100,000 (USD 670) at meal gatherings during

former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe's tenure. Abe served

as premier from 2012 to 2020, following a brief term

from 2005 to 2006. [Kyodo News 1] [The Asahi

Shimbun]

As former prime ministers come under increased

scrutiny over whether they distributed vouchers or

other items during their tenure, the office of Yoshihide

Suga, Abe's immediate successor, insisted that

"souvenirs" were distributed, but no laws were broken.

The office of Taro Aso, who was prime minister

between 2008 and 2009, declined to give a clear

answer when asked by reporters whether gift vouchers

were distributed while he was in office. [Kyodo News 2]

Opposition party lawmakers, meanwhile, are turning

up the heat on Ishiba and the LDP, with one lawmaker

from the Constitutional Democratic Party of Japan

(CDPJ) demanding Kishida answer questions in

parliament.

The controversy has intensified criticism of the LDP,

already weakened by a slush fund scandal that

involved LDP lawmakers and contributed to the
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LDP/Komeito coalition’s loss of its Lower House

majority last October (see AiR No. 44, October/2024, 5).

Opposition lawmakers are demanding Kishida testify in

parliament, while Ishiba has distanced himself from

past voucher distributions.

The revelations have sparked public backlash over

political spending, particularly as households struggle

with inflation, and have cast a shadow over

parliamentary budget deliberations where Ishiba’s

minority government needs support from opposition

parties, as well as the upcoming summer House of

Councillors election in July. Ishiba, facing declining

approval ratings (see AiR No. 11, March/2025, 3), has

vowed to restore public trust, while coalition partner

Komeito has urged the LDP to address the issue

properly.

Against this backdrop, support for Ishiba’s Cabinet has

dropped to 27.6 percent, the lowest since he took

office in October. His Cabinet's approval rating fell

from 39.6 percent last month, while disapproval

surged by 16 points to 57.8 percent. The scandal has

intensified doubts about his leadership.

In party support, the LDP stands at 27.7 percent, while

the CDPJ holds 11.1 percent. The Democratic Party for

the People (DPP), which the ruling bloc is courting for

cooperation, has 12.9 percent, surpassing the CDPJ.

Unaffiliated voters account for 23 percent. [Kyodo

News 3]

Japan: Court orders dissolution of

Unification Church over fraudulent

practices

(adi) The Tokyo District Court ordered the dissolution

of the Unification Church, formally known as the

Family Federation for World Peace and Unification,

following findings that the group engaged in

systematic fraudulent solicitation of donations from its

members. The decision revokes the church’s status as

a religious corporation with tax benefits but does not

prohibit its continued operation in Japan.

The court concluded that the group defrauded over

1,500 individuals of at least JPY 20.4 billion

(approximately USD 135 million), noting that such

practices continued despite a 2009 pledge to comply

with legal standards. The court described dissolution

as a necessary legal step.

This marks the first time a religious organization in

Japan has been dissolved based on civil law violations.
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Previous dissolution orders were issued to AUM

Shinrikyo, following the 1995 Tokyo subway sarin

attack, and the Myokakuji temple group, whose clergy

were convicted of fraud.

The government filed the dissolution request in

October 2023 after months of investigation, which

intensified following the 2022 assassination of former

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. The suspect cited

resentment toward the Unification Church, claiming

the group had financially devastated his family.

Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshimasa Hayashi stated that

the government would ensure full legal compliance

and support for victims. The Unification Church has

announced plans to appeal, warning that the ruling

could set a troubling precedent for religious

institutions.

The court’s decision underscores Japan’s heightened

scrutiny of religious organizations and signals a

broader commitment to protecting individuals from

exploitative practices. [Kyodo News] [AP News]

The Unification Church has come under scrutiny in

Japan primarily due to its controversial practices and

alleged ties to political figures. A key moment in this

scrutiny was the assassination of former Prime

Minister Shinzo Abe in July 2022, which highlighted the

church's influence in Japan. The suspect in the killing

reportedly had personal grievances against the church,

believing that his family had been financially exploited

by its members (see AiR No. 28, July/2022, 2).

The Unification Church has faced criticism for its

aggressive fundraising tactics, including coercive and

exploitative practices that lead to financial burdens for

followers, often involving large donations. Many

families have reported that their relatives were

manipulated or pressured into donating significant

sums of money to the church, raising concerns about

its methods.

Additionally, the church’s connections to prominent

Japanese politicians have fueled public concern.

Several lawmakers, including those from Japan’s ruling

party, were found to have links to the church, which

led to accusations of political influence and

manipulation.

Japan: Osaka High Court rules same-sex

marriage ban unconstitutional
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(adi) The Osaka High Court ruled that Japan’s legal ban

on same-sex marriage violates the Constitution’s

equality provisions, overturning a 2022 district court

ruling that had upheld the ban.

Presiding Judge Kumiko Honda stated that the failure

to legally recognize same-sex unions imposes

unjustified disadvantages on same-sex couples,

infringing upon their dignity and right to equality under

Article 14 of the Constitution. The ruling emphasized

that marriage is an essential right tied to personal

identity and that denying same-sex couples access to

this right undermines their legal and social standing.

This decision aligns with previous high court rulings in

Sapporo, Tokyo, Fukuoka, and Nagoya, all of which

have found Japan’s same-sex marriage ban to be

unconstitutional. Despite this growing judicial

consensus, Japan remains the only G7 country that has

not legalized same-sex marriage or introduced a civil

partnership framework.

While the court did not grant compensation to the

plaintiffs, the ruling represents a significant step

toward marriage equality. Advocates and legal experts

have called on lawmakers to revise the Civil Code,

which currently defines marriage as a union between a

man and a woman.

Public support for same-sex marriage has grown in

recent years, with surveys indicating majority approval.

Nonetheless, the government has maintained its

interpretation of the Constitution as recognizing

marriage solely between opposite-sex couples, citing

its connection to reproduction.

The ruling adds pressure on the Diet to respond to

changing public sentiment and multiple judicial

declarations affirming the rights of same-sex couples.

[Kyodo News]

Japan: Women remain underrepresented

in news industry

(adi) A Japan Times report highlights the issue of

insufficient female labor force participation in Japan,

noting that women remain significantly

underrepresented in the country's news media. This

underrepresentation is largely attributed to a

workplace culture that prioritizes long hours and

provides limited support for work-life balance.

The industry’s demanding work environment has made

it difficult for female journalists, particularly those with
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childcare responsibilities, to advance in their careers.

Structural issues, such as limited opportunities for

flexible schedules and insufficient leadership

representation, remain largely unaddressed.

The problem reflects broader gender disparities in

Japan. According to the World Economic Forum’s

Global Gender Gap Index 2024, Japan ranked 118th

out of 146 countries, with particularly low scores in

political and economic participation. [World Economic

Forum]

Experts stress that improving gender diversity in media

is essential to ensure balanced coverage and reflect a

broader range of perspectives in public discourse. [The

Japan Times]

Japan: Controversy grows over anatomy

tours for non-medical professionals

(adi) Japanese companies offering anatomy training

tours to the United States have drawn criticism from

domestic medical experts, amid concerns that such

practices may erode public trust in Japan’s body

donation system.

The tours, which have been operating since around

2018, allow massage therapists, sports trainers, yoga

instructors, and other non-medical professionals to

study human anatomy through dissections of donated

bodies. While such training is tightly regulated and

limited to medical and dental universities in Japan, U.S.

regulations permit private entities to accept body

donations and conduct dissections for a wider range of

participants.

Participants typically pay between JPY 400,000 and JPY

500,000 (approximately USD 2,700 to USD 3,400) for

two to three days of training, excluding travel and

accommodation. Organizers argue that the programs

enhance safety and anatomical knowledge among

practitioners in physical health fields, helping to

prevent injuries from inadequate guidance.

However, the Japanese Association of Anatomists has

voiced strong opposition, stating that monetized

overseas anatomy programs for Japanese nationals

could damage the integrity of the domestic donation

framework. Masahiro Kami, president of the nonprofit

Medical Governance Research Institute, warned that

the profit motive behind such tours raises ethical

concerns, urging a broader public discussion on

whether non-medical professionals should engage in

dissection, even abroad.
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As these programs continue to expand, the issue

underscores a growing debate over ethical standards,

professional boundaries, and the global implications of

anatomical education beyond traditional medical

contexts. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Automakers oppose proposed U.S.

tariffs

(adi) Japan’s automobile industry has raised concerns

over proposed U.S. tariffs on imported vehicles,

warning of negative effects on both economies, the

Japan Automobile Manufacturers Association (JAMA)

said.

JAMA Chairman Masanori Katayama, also president of

Isuzu Motors Ltd., criticized the potential 25 percent

tariff floated by U.S. President Donald Trump, calling it

a threat to economic ties. He emphasized that

Japanese carmakers contribute significantly to the U.S.

economy, noting 3.2 million vehicles were produced in

the United States in 2023, supporting 2.2 million jobs

including indirect employment.

Katayama stressed the importance of ongoing dialogue

between Tokyo and Washington to maintain stable

trade. The proposed tariff plan is expected to be

outlined on April 2.

Amid uncertainty, U.S.-bound auto exports from Japan

have increased, likely due to preemptive demand

ahead of the potential tariff hike. [Asahi Shimbun]

Japan: Number of Russian tourists surge

as European travel options shrink

(adi) Japan has seen a surge in interest from Russian

tourists, as international sanctions and flight

restrictions have limited access to traditional European

destinations.

Queues have been forming outside the Japanese

embassy in Moscow as Russians increasingly seek visas

to visit Japan, drawn by its cultural appeal and seasonal

attractions such as cherry blossoms. The uptick comes

amid a stronger ruble and rising real wages in Russia,

fueled by increased wartime government spending.

Japan has emerged as one of the few accessible

destinations for Russian travelers. Although there are

no direct flights between the two countries, connecting

routes through third nations remain viable. The
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Japanese embassy in Moscow has noted an increase in

visa applications and visitors.

According to Dmitry Gorin, vice president of the

Russian Union of the Tourism Industry, the number of

Russian tourists visiting Japan could double in 2025

from around 100,000 in the previous year. He cited

simplified visa requirements and relatively affordable

airfares—starting from approximately RUB 40,000

(around USD 480)—as key factors driving demand.

With European destinations increasingly off-limits,

Japanese tourism officials are cautiously watching the

trend, which highlights shifting global travel patterns in

the wake of geopolitical tensions. [Reuters]

Japan: Military sets up new joint

operations command

(adi/dql) Japan has launched the Self-Defense Forces

(SDF) Joint Operations Command to enhance

coordination between its ground, maritime, and air

defenses, particularly for smoother integration with

the U.S. military.

Based at the Defense Ministry in Tokyo, the new

command is led by Gen. Kenichiro Nagumo, who

previously served as Director General of the Defense

Planning and Policy Department of the Air Staff Office,

Commander of the Western Air Defense Force, and

Vice Chief of Staff of the SDF's Joint Staff Office.

Consisting of approximately 240 personnel, to be

expanded to 280 by the end of the next fiscal year, it

aims to strengthen Japan's defense capabilities in

response to China's increasing assertiveness toward

Taiwan and North Korea’s nuclear and missile

developments. With Taiwan considered a potential

flashpoint, Japan perceives the security environment

as highly challenging, particularly in its remote

southwestern islands, including the disputed Senkaku

Islands. [Kyodo News]

Previously, the SDF chief of staff handled both joint

operations and advisory roles for the defense minister.

However, large-scale emergencies, such as the 2011

earthquake and tsunami, exposed limitations in this

structure. The new command allows the chief of staff

to focus on advisory duties while the Joint Operations

Command oversees unified operations, improving

response efficiency. The command also has authority

over cross-domain operations, including space and

cyberspace.
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In parallel, the U.S. plans to restructure U.S. Forces

Japan into a joint force headquarters to assume

greater operational responsibilities. While both nations

seek to modernize their alliance, concerns remain in

Japan over the possibility of the SDF being placed

under U.S. command in a crisis. [NHK] [Kyodo News]

Meanwhile, the US Department of Defense is

reportedly weighing a halt to the planned expansion of

US Forces Japan as the Trump administration seeks to

reduce federal expenditures. A briefing document

estimates the move could save approximately USD 1.1

billion in personnel costs and command upgrades but

warns of potential political risks in Japan.

Last year, the Biden administration pursued

modernization efforts to enhance US military

cooperation with Tokyo in response to China’s growing

threats. US Forces Japan, which oversees nearly 50,000

active-duty personnel under the US-Japan security

treaty, remains a key pillar of regional defense

strategy. [CNN] [Anadolu Agency]

In a separate move, the defense ministry has set up

the Self-Defense Forces Maritime Transport Group at

the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) Kure

Base, integrating the Ground and Maritime Self-

Defense Forces to enhance troop and supply mobility.

The unit, initially composed of about 100 personnel,

includes a command headquarters and two Marine

Transportation Squadrons, each equipped with

dedicated transport ships.

Managed by the JGSDF but under the direct control of

the defense minister, the unit was created in line with

the 2022 Defense Buildup Program, which prioritized

improved deployment capabilities to Japan’s

southwestern region. Like the new SDF Joint

Operations Command, this initiative is also driven by

growing concerns over a potential Taiwan contingency

and aims to strengthen logistics for frontline bases in

the Nansei island chain, which includes the disputed

Senkaku Islands.

By March 2028, the unit will operate ten transport

ships, including four landing craft utility (LCU) vessels,

two landing support vessels (LSV), and four maneuver

support vessels (MSV). In October 2024, Naikai Zosen

launched the first LCU, Nihonbare (4151), followed by

the LSV Yoko (4101) in November. [Naval News]

Japan: Court affirms prefecture's

authority to grant free land use for

military base construction
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(dql) The Saga District Court has ruled that the Saga

prefectural government acted legally in allowing state

use of its land at no cost for drainage work related to a

Ground Self-Defense Force (GSDF) base under

construction in Saga Prefecture.

The court dismissed a lawsuit by 40 plaintiffs who

argued that the government's decision violated a local

airport ordinance, as the land in question is outside

the airport's designated area. The court determined

that the land is effectively part of Saga Airport.

In December 2023, the Saga government authorized

the Defense Ministry’s Kyushu Defense Bureau to use

the land and provided soil and sand free of charge. The

ministry plans to deploy 17 Ospreys to the base in July;

they are currently stationed at GSDF Camp Kisarazu in

Chiba Prefecture.

A separate lawsuit filed in 2023 seeks to halt the base’s

construction, citing safety concerns over the Osprey

aircraft, particularly after a fatal U.S. military Osprey

crash off southwestern Japan in November 2023.

[Mainichi Shimbun]

Japan: Child abuse consultations reach

record 225,000 in FY2023

(adi) Japan’s child welfare centers handled a record

225,509 cases of suspected child abuse in fiscal year

2023, marking the 33rd consecutive annual increase,

according to data released by the Ministry of Health,

Labor and Welfare and the Children and Families

Agency.

Psychological abuse accounted for nearly 60 percent of

the cases, with 134,948 consultations. Among these,

78,914 cases involved children witnessing domestic

violence. Physical abuse represented 22.9 percent of

the total, followed by neglect at 16.2 percent and

sexual abuse at 1.1 percent.

More than half of the reports were referred to by

police, while other sources included neighbors and

acquaintances (9.8 percent), family and relatives (8.5

percent), and schools (7.4 percent).

An official from the Children and Families Agency

described the trend as “very serious,” emphasizing the

need to strengthen the child welfare system to ensure

children’s safety and well-being.

As of April 2024, Japan had 234 child welfare centers

nationwide. In response to the continued rise in abuse
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reports, the government plans to increase the number

of child welfare officers and psychologists to improve

early intervention and support services.

The latest figures reflect revisions that exclude cases

initially reported as abuse but later determined not to

meet the threshold. Authorities say the sustained

increase highlights the need for expanded protective

measures and greater public awareness. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Evacuation guidelines for potential

Mount Fuji eruption issued

(adi) A government panel has released evacuation

guidelines for a major eruption of Mount Fuji,

designating areas from the mountain to Sagamihara,

Kanagawa Prefecture, for evacuation due to expected

heavy ashfall.

The Cabinet Office panel introduced a four-stage

classification system. Stage 4 areas, forecast to receive

at least 30 centimeters of ash, would require

evacuation. Stage 3 areas, with 3 to 30 centimeters of

expected ashfall, would prompt stay-at-home orders

and stockpiling of essentials for at least one week.

The estimates follow government projections from

2020 based on the 1707 eruption, which covered

central Tokyo in 3 centimeters of ash. Experts warn

that volcanic ash—containing glass particles—can

damage vehicles, injure eyes, worsen respiratory

conditions, and disable transport systems. Even

minimal ash can halt train operations, and power

outages could result if ash disrupts thermal plants.

A major eruption could generate 490 million cubic

meters of ash—ten times the debris from the 2011

earthquake and tsunami. Authorities aim to clear 31

million cubic meters from critical roads and railways,

but Tokyo, Kanagawa, and Yamanashi have secured

only half the required storage space.

The classification system may also be applied to other

volcanoes, including Mount Usu, Mount Asama, and

Mount Aso. Mount Fuji has erupted around 180 times

in the past 5,600 years. [Asahi Shimbun]

Mongolia: Government to support

households switching to gas to reduce air

pollution
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(fs) The Mongolian government has approved a

resolution to assist households in Ulaanbaatar in

transitioning from solid fuel to gas as part of efforts to

combat air pollution.

The initiative aims to help 32,000 to 50,000 households

switch to gas by the 2025-2026 winter season. Those

who voluntarily stop using solid fuel will receive gas

stoves and heating equipment, along with a monthly

subsidy of MNT 100,000 (USD 29) from September 15

to May 15. The policy also includes home insulation

improvements, with various ministries overseeing

implementation.

Over 200,000 households rely on solid fuel for heating,

contributing significantly to the city's air pollution,

alongside 804,000 vehicles and power plants. [GoGo]

Mongolia: Industrial production rises in

early 2025

(fs) Mongolia's industrial sector production reached

USD 1.46 billion in the first two months of 2025, an

increase of USD 214 million compared to the same

period in 2024. The mining and extractive sector

contributed USD 141 million to this growth, while the

manufacturing sector added USD 55 million.

The mining sector's total production output reached

USD 1 billion, driven by a rise in metal ore extraction

(USD 80 million) and lignite mining (USD 58 million).

Production of key minerals, including iron ore, zinc

concentrate, and copper concentrate increased, while

output of iron ore concentrate, unrefined gold, and

crude oil declined.

The mining sector is the backbone of Mongolia’s

economy. In 2023, export earnings totaled USD 13.9

billion accounting for 92 percent of the country’s total

exports and nearly 30 percent of the government

revenue. [Natural Resource Governance Institute]  

Despite higher production, industrial sector sales fell

by USD 279 million to USD 2.04 billion, primarily due to

a USD 373 million drop in mining sector sales. Coal and

crude oil sales saw significant declines.

Export sales totaled USD 1.38 billion, with coal and

metal ores accounting for the majority of mining

exports. [Montsame]
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Mongolia: Financial Regulatory

Commission lowers debt-to-income ratio

for consumer credit

(fs) The Financial Regulatory Commission of Mongolia

(FRC) has set a new debt-to-income ratio limit of 60

percent for consumer credit issued by non-banking

financial institutions and for loans used to purchase

passenger cars.

This measure aims to prevent excessive household

debt, enhance real income, and improve purchasing

power. Additionally, the FRC adjusted the ratio of trust

services, bonds, and external financing to strengthen

the solvency of non-banking financial institutions.

Previously, the FRC had capped the debt-to-income

ratio for online loans at 70 percent in 2023 and for

consumer credit, including car loans, at 70 percent in

2024.

However, economic factors, including rising consumer

prices, fluctuations in mining exports, increased

foreign exchange demand, and the central bank’s

interest rate hike to 12 percent, required a reduction

of the cap. [Montsame]

Mongolia: Court schedules preliminary

hearing in espionage case

(fs) The preliminary hearing for Z. Sanjdorj and D.

Byambajav, who have been charged with treason and

collaborating with a foreign intelligence agency, has

been scheduled for March 28, according to judicial

authorities.

The accused are charged with illegal cooperation with

foreign intelligence services. If convicted, they face

prison sentences ranging from eight to fifteen years.

The General Intelligence Agency initially reported the

arrests on March 29, 2024, announcing the detention

of Mongolian monk Sanjdorj, abbot of Ikh Khüree

Monastery, and his advisor Byambajav, accused of

treason. [News.mn]

Beyond the legal proceedings, Sanjdorj has been a

polarizing figure within Mongolia's Buddhist

community. He has faced criticism for aligning with

Chinese Buddhist organizations and opposing the Dalai

Lama's influence in Mongolia. Notably, his attempt to

appoint his son as the next reincarnation of the

Khalkha Jetsun Dhampa, a significant religious position
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traditionally linked to Tibetan lineages, has sparked

debate. [Insider.mn]

Mongolia: Media outlet raid raises

concerns over press freedom

(fs) Noorog Creative Studio, a digital media outlet

known for investigative journalism, was raided on

March 17, with employees’ phones, hard drives, and

work computers confiscated, disrupting operations

and raising concerns about press freedom. Noorog

journalists were interrogated overnight for nearly nine

hours, with reports indicating that some were denied

legal representation. [UB Post]

The Cyber Crimes Division of the Criminal Police

Service accused Noorog of spreading false information

on social media, allegedly leading individuals to

consider suicide. Public criticism intensified after

authorities revised their accusations, now linking

Noorog’s employees to an alleged USD 2.6 million

online gambling scheme. [The Diplomat]

During a March 18 press briefing Noorog highlighted

that their confiscated footage was part of a

documentary on the electoral process.  Noorog’s

executive director O. Ulamsaikhan claimed the

investigation was an intimidation tactic after the

release of their documentary 18 Days, which examines

irregularities in Mongolia’s 2024 parliamentary

elections.

Legal representatives criticized the investigation’s

handling, alleging pressure on Noorog employees to

sign a non-disclosure agreement.

Press freedom organizations condemned the raid as

intimidation, emphasizing Mongolia’s obligations to

protect freedom of expression. [News.mn]

The National Human Rights Commission initiated an

inquiry, and the Justice Minister stated the case’s

connection to press freedom would be reviewed.

[Unuudur]

North Korea: Hunger crisis worsens

amidst political and economic challenges

(mm) Nearly 46 percent of North Koreans are

undernourished, according to a recent U.N. report,

highlighting the country’s chronic food insecurity

driven by old infrastructure, technology and skills
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shortages, and natural disasters. From 2020 to 2022,

an estimated 11.8 million North Koreans suffered from

undernourishment. [United Nations]

The North Korean government has shifted from

allowing jangmadang – local markets North Koreans

rely on during food shortages – to reasserting state

control over food distribution, further restricting

access to food for many citizens.

Health conditions are also deteriorating. The country

remains on the World Health Organization’s list of

high-burden tuberculosis nations, with reports warning

malnutrition is accelerating the disease’s spread.

Healthcare access and poor sanitation facilities are

also contributing factors. The immunization rate, once

over 96 percent before COVID-19, dropped below 42

percent by mid-2021. In 2022, no children or pregnant

women received key vaccinations.

Despite North Korea reopening its borders for the first

time since the COVID-19 pandemic, U.N. and

humanitarian workers remain barred from the

country, preventing independent assessments and aid

distribution. Moreover, North Korea’s extreme

militarization and isolationist policies continue to limit

essential resources for social and economic

development, worsening the humanitarian crisis. [The

Korea Times]

North Korea: Foreign tourism abruptly

stopped

(mm) North Korea has abruptly suspended its recently

resumed foreign tourism program, just weeks after

reopening its borders for the first time since 2020.

Analysts suggest the decision may be due to travel

influencers posting unfiltered content online of the

secretive state. Unlike five years ago, when trips to

North Korea were primarily covered by niche blogs or

select media outlets, today influencers reach millions,

potentially undermining the regime's carefully curated

image.

Two prominent travel influencers who visited during

the brief reopening criticized the tours, describing

Rason—designated as a North Korea "economic

zone"—as eerily empty. Their reports may have

prompted Pyongyang to shut down tourism while it

reassesses how to control foreign narratives.

North Korea has long relied on foreign tourism as a

source of foreign currency, particularly given the

impact of international sanctions on its trade activities.
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Despite the setback, Noth Korea has not abandoned its

tourism ambitions with reports of state media ramping

up promotions of new tourism sites slated to open in

2025.

North Korea’s investment in tourism coincides with

heightened geopolitical tensions, particularly

concerning North Korea's nuclear weapons program

and military cooperation with Russia's war against

Ukraine. This has led experts to speculate that

Pyongyang may be positioning its growing tourism

sector as leverage in future diplomatic negotiations. A

flourishing tourism industry could help ease economic

sanctions, attracting foreign investment in exchange

for progress on the diplomatic front.

While there is no official timeline for when North Korea

will reopen to tourists again, experts believe it will

resume once the regime impose stricter control

measures on foreign tourists. [The Korea Times]

South Korea: Constitutional court

dismisses impeachment of Prime Minister

Han Duck-Soo

(mm/fn) The Constitutional Court has dismissed Prime

Minister Han Duck-Soo's impeachment, reinstating him

as acting president. In a 5-1 decision, with two justices

voting to reject the impeachment entirely, the court

ruled there was no evidence Han actively sought to

legitimize suspended President Yoon's December 3

martial law declaration. [Yonhap News 1]

Lawmakers voted to impeach Han on December 27

after he refused to approve three Constitutional Court

justice nominations, citing a lack of bipartisan

consensus amongst the nominees (see AiR No. 53,

December/2024, 5). At the time, the court had only six

sitting justices – the minimum to support Yoon's

impeachment trial. Lawmakers accused Han of

obstructing court operations in support of Yoon,

however the court found no evidence Han acted to

stall proceedings nor did he violate the constitution

after Yoon's martial law bid.

Han's impeachment is the 10th to be rejected by the

court out of the 29 motions filed by the opposition

Democratic Party of Korea (DPK), none have been

upheld. [Korea JoonAng Daily]

Han vows to address urgent issues following

reinstatement
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Following his reinstatement Han vowed to concentrate

on tackling pressing national challenges, reassuring his

commitment to ensuring stable governance in

accordance with the Constitution and law. He

highlighted the necessity of safeguarding South

Korea's national interests amidst ongoing global trade

tensions. Han also called for national unity,

acknowledging the polarization brought about by the

impeachment process.

He also directed the defense ministry to enhance

military preparedness and the foreign ministry to

intensify diplomatic efforts to strengthen cooperation

with the U.S. and other allied nations in light of global

uncertainty.

In response to growing concerns over social unrest due

to ongoing political instability over the delayed verdict

in Yoon’s impeachment trial (see article below), Han

urged the police to remain alert during outdoor rallies

and take "decisive actions" against illegal activities.

[Yonhap News Agency 2]

South Korea: Constitutional Court delays

President Yoon impeachment verdict

(mm) South Korea's Constitutional Court has yet to

deliver a verdict on President Yoon Suk Yeol’s

impeachment, despite over three weeks passing since

hearings concluded in late February. Previous

presidential impeachment cases—Park Geun-hye in

2017 and Roh Moo-hyun in 2004—were decided within

two weeks.

The delay has sparked wide speculation, with expert

suggesting the prolonged ruling is likely due to a lack

of consensus amongst the eight court justices, with six

votes needed to uphold the impeachment. Some

believe the court is working toward a unanimous

decision to prevent further political divisions among

South Koreans, while others point to unresolved legal

issues that still need clarification. [Maeil Business

Newspaper]

Meanwhile, political parties have begun framing the

delay to their advantage, with conservatives arguing

that the court lacks sufficient votes to impeach, while

the opposition claims the court has already reached a

decision and is working through internal

disagreements.

Authorities are preparing for potential unrest

regardless of the outcome. Approximately 20,000 riot
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police will be deployed nationwide, and security

measures—including a restricted area around the

court—will be enforced on the ruling date. The court is

expected to announce a verdict date soon, with a

decision likely next week. [The Korea Herald]

Protests, violence, and uncertainty

With no clear date for the Constitutional Court's ruling

on Yoon’s Sul-yeol's impeachment, tensions are spilling

onto the streets. On March 22, tens of thousands of

protestors rallied in Seoul, both for and against Yoon,

reflecting the deep political divide in the country. [The

New York Times]

Violence is escalating. Recently two lawmakers from

the opposition Democratic Party (DP) were attacked

with raw eggs during a news conference calling for

Yoon's removal from office.  The crisis has also turned

deadly – earlier this month, a pro-Yoon protestor died

after setting himself on fire as an extreme act of

protest. It is the second self-immolation this year.

[Korea JoongAnd Daily 1] [Korea JoongAng Daily 2]

Meanwhile, the court remains silent, now three weeks

into deliberations on Yoon's fate. DP lawmakers are

calling the delay irresponsible and only deepening

social divides. By comparison, in 2017 former

President Park Geun-hye was removed from office just

10 days after the Constitutional Court concluded her

impeachment trial. [Reuters]

South Korea: Opposition moves to

impeach former acting President Choi

(mm) South Korea’s main opposition Democratic Party

of Korea (DPK), along with other minor parties, has

initiated an impeachment motion against former

acting President Choi Sang-mok, citing his failure to

appoint a ninth justice to the Constitutional Court.

Choi has been facing mounting criticism after he

appointed two court justices in December, but

withheld the opposition-recommended nominee, Ma

Eun-hyuk. The DPK has condemned this as

unconstitutional, referencing a Constitutional Court

ruling that Choi’s inaction infringes the National

Assembly’s authority.

The non-appointment of Ma at the 9th court justice

has become a key issue, as a six-justice majority is

required to uphold Yoon’s impeachment. With the

court currently at eight members, and the significant
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delays in handing down Yoon's verdict, the vacancy has

further escalated political tensions. [The Korea Times]

South Korea: Seoul mayor investigated

over alleged corruption

(kp) Prosecutors have launched a corruption probe

involving Seoul Mayor Oh Se-hoon, raiding his office

and residence on March 20 over allegations tied to

self-proclaimed power broker Myung Tae-kyun.

Investigators are examining claims that a businessman

close to the mayor, Kim Han-jung, financed unofficial

opinion polls during the 2021 mayoral by-election

through a polling firm operated by Myung. Authorities

allege Kim transferred approximately KRW 33 million

(USD 22,500) to the firm’s deputy head to cover the

survey cost.

The Seoul Central District Prosecutors Office has also

searched the residence of former Deputy Mayor Kang

Cheol-won and summoned multiple individuals

connected to the case. Prosecutors recently took over

the investigation from Changwon District Prosecutors

Office, where Myung and the polling company are

based. Myung has claimed he met Oh multiple times

and played a key role in his election victory, although

both Oh and Kim deny the allegations.

Oh stated he severed ties with Myung shortly after two

meetings in January 2021 and has filed a fraud

complaint against him. Kim has acknowledged making

the payments but maintains they were unrelated to

Oh’s campaign.

The investigation remains ongoing as authorities

continue gathering evidence and questioning involved

parties. [Yonhap News Agency] [The Korea Herald]

South Korea: Opposition leader fined for

defying court summons 

(fn) Lee Jae-myung, the leader of South Korea's leading

opposition party, the Democratic Party (DP), has been

fined KRW 3 million won (about USD 2,043) by the

Seoul Central District Court for failing to show up in a

trial related to a development scandal from his time as

Seongnam's mayor. This fine was imposed after Lee

failed to respond to the court summons for the second

time.
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The case involves around accusations that private

developers earned large profits from a 2015 apartment

development project in Seongnam’s Daejang-dong

area, resulting in a loss of 489.5 billion won for the

municipal government.

If he persists in not attending summonses without

valid reasons, Lee could face possible detention.

Furthermore, he is also dealing with another trial

concerning allegations that he approved of the project,

which was allegedly designed to benefit the

developers. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Major reform of educational

system proposed

(fn) Seoul's Superintendent of Education, Jung Keun-

sik, has proposed a major reform of South Korea's

educational system to address growing social

disparities through a more inclusive, collaborative, and

forward-thinking environment for students.

One of the key changes in Jung’s bold vision for South

Korea’s education system is promoting cooperation

over competition. Jung argues that South Korea's

traditionally competition-oriented educational system

needs to evolve toward one that fosters collaboration.

Students should be taught how to work together,

understand differing viewpoints, and develop skills

focused on cooperation rather than intense

competition.

Jung also advocates for more inclusive education that

embraces multicultural students, proposing an

education system that embraces the cultural and

linguistic identities of students from immigrant and

mixed-race families. Instead of enforcing assimilation,

he suggests that these students' diverse backgrounds

should be seen as part of South Korea’s evolving

identity, ensuring that all students feel valued.

To address disparities between rural and urban

students, Jung further supports the creation of rural-

urban student exchange programs, allowing city

students to attend rural schools, aiming to reduce

stereotypes, expose students to different lifestyles,

and foster cooperation across regional divides.

Another major point in his proposal is tackling private

education and inequality. Jung criticizes the private

education sector, which he believes deepens

socioeconomic divides, and calls for a cultural shift that

would reduce the pressure on parents to invest heavily

in private tutoring. He stresses the importance of
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improving public education, ensuring that high-quality

alternatives are available to all students, regardless of

their financial background.

Lastly, Jung emphasizes the need for innovative

approaches to education. He advocates for teaching

history from a more balanced, global perspective

rather than a narrow, nationalistic one and also

highlights the importance of ecological education,

preparing students to confront global challenges like

climate change by connecting lessons from history

with an awareness of environmental issues. [The Korea

Herald]

South Korea: Government vows to expand

youth employment support in challenging

labor market

(kp) Acting President Choi Sang-mok announced plans

to strengthen employment services for young job

seekers amid persistent challenges in South Korea’s

youth labor market. Speaking at the opening of the

2025 Korea Job Fair in Seoul, Choi emphasized the

importance of creating a cycle in which youth-driven

innovation supports corporate growth, which in turn

generates more job opportunities for young adults. He

noted that South Korea’s economic development has

historically been fueled by talent-driven corporate

innovation, despite limited natural resources. The

government aims to enhance support infrastructure to

better connect young adults with meaningful

employment pathways.

According to Statistics Korea, more than 1.2 million

South Koreans aged 15 to 29 were unemployed or

economically inactive last month, up 70,000 from the

previous year, highlighting the urgency of policy

measures to address youth employment challenges.

However, broader labor market policies under

discussion may complicate these efforts. A proposed

plan to raise the mandatory retirement age from 60 to

65 is generating concern over its potential impact on

youth hiring. A study from the Korea Labor Institute

(KLI) revealed a noticeable decline in young worker

employment after the last retirement age increase

(from 55 to 60 years old) in 2013, particularly within

large corporations. The researchers found that

businesses with extended retirement policies reduced

entry-level hiring, shifting toward experienced-worker

recruitment models instead. [Yonhap News Agency]

Experts warn that repeating this approach without

complementary reforms could further restrict youth

job opportunities. Labor organizations such as the
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Korea Employers Federation argue that rigid workforce

policies raise labor costs and constrain hiring flexibility,

urging government-led wage system reforms if the

retirement age extension proceeds. Meanwhile, labor

unions maintain that intergenerational job

displacement concerns are overstated and highlight

population decline as a more pressing issue. As South

Korea grapples with an aging population and evolving

labor dynamics, policymakers face the dual challenge

of supporting older workers while preventing further

strain on youth employment. [The Chosun Daily]

South Korea: Simultaneous wildfires leave

four dead

(mm) Simultaneous fires have broken out across South

Korea's southern provinces, killing four people and has

displaced more than 3,300 people. The government

declared a state of natural disaster on March 22 after

more than 6,300 hectares (15,000 acres) of forests

were scorched. The designation allows subsidies for

recovery costs and financial aid for displaced residents.

At least 28 wildfires remain burning, with the most

severe in Sancheong, South Gyeonsang Province,

suspected to have started from sparks from a farm

brush cutter. During firefighting operations, four

wildfire responders were killed, and five others

seriously injured. Large scale fires across two areas in

the North Gyeongsang Province have destroyed 40

homes and triggered mass evacuations of residents.

100 helicopters, 600 fire trucks, and nearly 6,400

personnel have been mobilized to contain the blazes.

As of March 25, firefighters have contained an average

of 88 percent of wildfires across the five regions

engulfed by fires. [The Korea Times] [The Korea

Herald]

South Korea: Two Air Force pilots

suspended over accidental bombing of

village

(dql) Two pilots of the South Korean Air Force have

been suspended from air duty for one year after they

mistakenly dropped eight MK-82 bombs on a civilian

village during live-fire drills on March 6, injuring 52

people, including 38 civilians. The incident occurred

outside a training range in Pocheon, 40 kilometers

north of Seoul.
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The pilots have been charged with negligence resulting

in injury (see AiR No. 11, March/2025, 3), and their

qualifications are under review. Further disciplinary

action, ranging from suspension to dismissal, will be

determined after the defense ministry completes its

investigation.

An interim probe found that the accidental bombing

was caused by the pilots entering incorrect target

coordinates. In response, the Air Force dismissed two

unit commanders for failing to provide proper

instructions to their subordinates. [Yonhap News

Agency]

Taiwan: Former opposition party leader

dismisses charges as he stands trial on

corruption charges

(dql) Former opposition Taiwan People's Party (TPP)

Chairman Ko Wen-je defended himself in court on

March 20 during his first trial appearance on

corruption charges related to a redevelopment project

during his Taipei mayoralty and political donations

from his 2024 presidential campaign.

Ko, detained since January following his December

indictment (see AiR No. 1, January/2025, 1), faces

charges of bribery, embezzlement, and breach of

public trust. Prosecutors allege he accepted bribes

from real estate tycoon Sheen Ching-jing to secure an

unusually high floor area ratio (FAR) for the Core Pacific

City redevelopment project, allowing larger buildings

and greater profits.

Denying the accusations, Ko questioned how the

project could be illegal if approved by the Taipei Urban

Planning Commission. He dismissed claims that he

accepted NTD 2.1 million (USD 64,000) and NTD 15

million (USD 455,000) in bribes, criticizing the

prosecution’s reliance on vague statements, such as

Sheen "smiling after leaving the mayor’s office."

Ko also rejected allegations that he misused over NTD 

60 million (USD 1.8 million) in political donations

funneled through MuKo Public Relations, insisting he

had no intent to embezzle and was unaware of its

financial records.

Two former Taipei officials—ex-Deputy Mayor Pong

Cheng-sheng and Urban Planning Commission

executive secretary Shao Hsiu-pei —have pleaded

guilty. Ko claimed they were coerced by prosecutor Lin

Chun-yen whom he accused of targeting him. [Taipei

Times]
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Prosecutors are seeking a 28.5-year sentence and

argue Ko should remain detained to prevent evidence

tampering or collusion. The court must decide whether

to extend his detention before it expires on April 1.

 [Focus Taiwan]

Commencing just a day after Ko was fined USD 113,000

and ordered to forfeit USD 1.7 million for violations of

the Political Donations Act during his 2024 presidential

campaign (see article below), the trail is seen by TPP

lawmakers and Ko-supporters as political persecution.

[Taiwan Plus]

Taiwan: Former Taipei Mayor Ko Wen-je

fined over political donations

(ce) Former Taipei Mayor Ko Wen-je – until recently

leader of the opposition Taiwan People’s Party (TPP) –

has been fined NTD 3.74 million (USD 113,000) by the

Control Yuan and ordered to forfeit NTD 55.79 million

(USD 1.7 million) for violations of the Political

Donations Act during his 2024 presidential campaign.

The Control Yuan is Taiwan’s top government

watchdog, responsible for auditing, investigating, and

impeaching public officials to ensure government

accountability and integrity.

The Control Yuan's investigation into Ko’s finances,

triggered by complaints filed by five people, including

ruling Democratic Progressive Party Taipei City

Councilor Lin Yen, revealed four primary violations:

failure to report NTD 40.67 million (USD 1.2 million) in

revenue from concert ticket sales and campaign

merchandise; disregard for legal reporting deadlines;

acceptance of donations from a company headed by a

foreign national; and exceeding the annual NTD

100,000 cap (USD 3,000) on individual donations. While

Ko's vice-presidential running mate, Cynthia Wu, was

cleared of wrongdoing, the campaign's accountant will

face separate disciplinary action.

The investigation was hampered by challenges,

including initial difficulties in accessing seized

documents held by the Ministry of Justice Investigation

Bureau and Ko's incommunicado detention in

September, which prevented direct questioning.

[Taiwan News]

Currently, Ko remains detained in connection with an

ongoing corruption probe. This separate investigation

centers on allegations that the developer of the Core

Pacific City complex paid bribes to influence the Taipei

City Government during Ko's mayoral tenure from

2014 to 2022. The alleged bribes were intended to
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secure favorable adjustments to the project's floor

area ratio.

TPP Caucus Office Director Vicky Chen announced that

the party would appeal the administrative ruling. The

party criticized the Control Yuan’s timing, arguing that

its announcement—one day before Ko Wen-je’s first

court appearance in the Core Pacific City case (see

article above)—suggests coordination with prosecutors

in a politically motivated attack.

The party maintained that the profits in question came

from campaign-themed merchandise and concerts, not

political contributions. It also urged the Control Yuan

to apply the same strict standards to the campaigns of

President William Lai and former President Tsai Ing-

wen from the ruling DPPP. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Political divide deepens as recall

disputes and protests erupt

(ce) Political tensions in Taiwan have escalated, marked

by legal battles over recall campaigns and a large-scale

opposition rally. Recall efforts, initiated by citizen

groups, have devolved into accusations of forgery and

electoral violations, with both the ruling Democratic

Progressive Party (DPP) and the main opposition party,

the Kuomintang (KMT) trading accusations of falsifying

petition signatures, including those of deceased

individuals.

KMT legislators filed a complaint with Taipei

prosecutors, alleging signature violations by a group

seeking to recall a KMT legislator. They cited election

officials' findings of deceased individuals' names on

the petitions. In response, DPP officials filed a counter-

complaint, accusing KMT-affiliated groups of copying

names from old membership lists, including those of

deceased individuals. KMT legislators demanded a

thorough investigation, similar to one in Tainan where

KMT officials were detained for alleged forgery,

criticizing the Tainan detentions as politically

motivated. However, Tainan prosecutors asserted they

had evidence of signature falsification, leading to

charges of forgery and violations of election laws.

[Taipei Times]

Concurrently, the opposition Taiwan People's Party

(TPP) held a rally in New Taipei’s Banqiao District,

drawing an estimated 6,000 attendees, to voice strong

opposition to the ruling DPP government, criticizing

DPP for malfeasance and governance practices. TPP

Chair Huang Kuo-chang delivered an extended

address, urging public resistance against perceived
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government abuses, which was met with vocal support

from the attendees.

A significant point of contention at the rally was the

DPP’s initiation of widespread legislative recall

campaigns, which the TPP characterized as an affront

to democratic principles. Huang accused the DPP of

manipulating the Recall Act to undermine the integrity

of Taiwan’s electoral processes. Furthermore, the TPP

defended its role in implementing budgetary

reductions, totaling NTD 207.5 billion (USD 6.29 billion),

which they asserted were essential to address

governmental fiscal irresponsibility. Rally participants

were provided with documentation detailing alleged

instances of government misappropriation, with calls

for widespread dissemination to ensure public

oversight of the administration of President Lai Ching-

te. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Legislature advances cash

handout proposal amid fiscal policy

debate

(ce) The Finance Committee of the Legislative Yuan,

Taiwan’s parliament, has approved proposed

amendments that would mandate cash payments to

the public when tax revenues exceed budget

projections by 120 percent or NTD 300 billion (USD

9.08 billion). This decision comes after a record NTD

528.3 billion (USD 15.8 billion) surplus in tax revenue

last fiscal year, sparking a debate over how to allocate

the excess funds.

The main opposition party, the Kuomintang (KMT),

proposed distributing NTD 10,000 (USD 300) per

person, totaling NTD 230 billion (USD 6.9 billion),

arguing that the public should directly benefit from the

nation's economic success, citing similar programs in

other countries. However, the Democratic Progressive

Party (DPP)-led government favors using the surplus to

reduce the national debt, reserve funds for future

needs, or increase the national defense budget. [The

Pinnacle Gazette]

DPP legislators questioned the constitutionality of the

KMT proposal, arguing that the legislature's role is to

review, not propose, budget bills. The Ministry of

Finance also raised concerns, stating that high tax

revenues do not necessarily indicate robust financial

health, as Taiwan has experienced budget deficits in

most years from 2012 to 2023. They also warned that

the proposed amendments could force the

government to borrow money for cash handouts, even

when expenditures exceed revenues.
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Despite these concerns, the Finance Committee

advanced the proposals for a full legislative reading,

setting the stage for a potential nationwide cash

distribution. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: President Lai enacts controversial

budget

(ce) President Lai Ching-te has officially enacted the

government budget, concluding a protracted legislative

battle that resulted in unprecedented spending cuts,

even as the government seeks to bolster defense

spending to meet Lai's own commitments. The budget,

which includes NTD 207.5 billion (USD 6.29 billion) in

reductions passed by the opposition legislators from

the Kuomintang (KMT) and the Taiwan People's Party

(TPP), has triggered significant concerns from various

government departments and elicited warnings about

Taiwan's defense posture from Washington. [Taiwan

News 1]

This situation is further complicated by an ongoing

debate about how to utilize the government's budget

surplus. The KMT proposes distributing NTD 10,000

(USD 300) per person, totaling NTD 230 billion (USD 6.9

billion), arguing that the public should directly benefit

from the nation's economic success. However, the

Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)-led government

favors using the surplus to reduce the national debt,

reserve funds for future needs, or increase the

national defense budget. [Taiwan News 2]

The Cabinet's finance director previously indicated that

the government is exploring the use of budget

surpluses and potential borrowing to fund Lai's pledge

to increase defense spending to over 3 percent of GDP.

This pledge, made after a national security meeting in

February and reiterated at a recent American Chamber

of Commerce event, follows the very budget cuts now

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

Premier Cho Jung-tai acknowledged the severe impact

on constitutional institutions, and indicated the

government is considering legal options, including

seeking a Constitutional Court interpretation, to

address the budget's ramifications.

The Control Yuan, Taiwan’s top government watchdog,

responsible for auditing, investigating, and impeaching

public officials to ensure government accountability

and integrity, has also filed a to petition the

Constitutional Court, citing a 96 percent budget cut

that threatens its operational viability. [Focus Taiwan]
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Taiwan: Vice President Hsiao nominates

new constitutional court justices

(ce) Vice President Hsiao Bi-khim unveiled seven

nominees for Taiwan's Constitutional Court, a move

intended to break a legislative impasse that has

severely hampered the court's operations. The

nominations, which include Tsai Chiu-ming, Chief

Prosecutor of the Taiwan High Prosecutors’ Office, for

Judicial Yuan president, and Supreme Court Justice Su

Su-e for vice president, are seen as crucial to restoring

the court's full functionality.

The announcement comes nearly two months after the

Legislative Yuan rejected President William Lai's initial

nominees, creating a constitutional crisis due to the

court's inability to convene with a sufficient number of

justices. Hsiao Bi-khim emphasized the nominees'

diverse legal expertise, spanning civil, criminal,

administrative, and constitutional law, and highlighted

the extensive experience of Tsai and Su, particularly

their roles in prosecuting a major corruption case

involving the procurement of La Fayette-class frigates.

Hsiao urged the Legislative Yuan to approve the

nominees, stressing the importance of restoring the

court's ability to uphold the separation of powers. Tsai

Chiu-ming, in his subsequent address, underscored

the gravity of the "constitutional crisis," pointing to

power imbalances between government branches and

the urgent need for the court to address complex legal

and political challenges.

However, the nominations have sparked debate.

Taiwan People’s Party (TPP) Chairman Huang Kuo-

chang raised concerns about impartiality, questioning

the nomination of a prosecutor to lead the Judicial

Yuan and suggesting potential political bias. The

Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT) also expressed

reservations, stating its members would conduct a

thorough review of the nominees' legal stances,

particularly on issues like the death penalty and child

abuse sentencing.

In response, the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)

defended the nominations, with DPP caucus whip Ker

Chien-ming acknowledging the unconventional nature

of nominating a prosecutor but affirming President

Lai's careful selection. DPP caucus chief executive

Rosalia Wu urged a fair evaluation of the nominees

once the necessary documents are submitted to the

legislature, emphasizing the DPP's respect for the

president's nominating authority. [Taipei Times]

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


Taiwan: Public outrage demands justice in

infant torture-death case

(ce) Approximately 200 demonstrators gathered

outside the Taipei District Court during a pre-trial

hearing for two childminders, surnamed Liu, accused

of torturing a 1-year-old infant to death. Protestors

demanded the harshest possible penalties, including

imprisonment without parole and the death penalty. 

The case, involving four months of alleged abuse, has

sparked widespread public outrage, and ignited a

national conversation about children's fundamental

human rights, particularly their right to protection

from torture and violence.  [Taiwan News]

A petition demanding severe punishment for the two

nannies responsible for the death of 1-year-old Kai Kai 

has gathered 10,000 signatures. Netizens launched a

public policy proposal to increase criminal liability for

child abuse, which passed in under a month,

overwhelming the system. Authorities must respond

by May 16.

The case is in its final preliminary hearing, with the trial

set for April 22 and sentencing expected by May 13.

[Radio Taiwan Intl]

The justice ministry, in response to the public outcry,

pointed to recent increases in child abuse penalties.

However, the intensity of the protests signals a

broader societal demand for more comprehensive

reforms, reflecting a deep-seated concern that existing

measures are insufficient to safeguard vulnerable

children. The ministry has pledged to solicit opinions

and study the issue further. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Energy act amendments and AI

adoption drive carbon neutrality

(ce) Taiwan is making significant strides towards its

carbon neutrality goals through a dual strategy,

encompassing both regulatory reforms in the energy

sector and technological advancements in heavy

industries. The Legislative Yuan, Taiwan’s parliament, is

currently reviewing amendments to the "Electricity Act"

and the increasing adoption of artificial intelligence (AI)

in industries like steel and cement, reflecting a

coordinated effort to reduce carbon emissions and

enhance sustainability.
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The amendments to the "Electricity Act," proposed by

the Executive Yuan, the Cabinet, aim to streamline

renewable energy trading and maintain the unified

structure of Taiwan Power Company (TPC). By

establishing a Ministry of Economic Affairs (MOEA)-

managed trading platform, renewable energy

producers will be able to sell excess electricity,

promoting the integration of cleaner energy sources

into the grid. This policy shift, driven by Taiwan's 2050

carbon neutrality objectives and concerns regarding

TPC's financial stability, represents a foundational step

in transforming the nation's energy landscape. [TVBS]

Complementing these regulatory reforms, Taiwan's

heavy industries are actively integrating AI

technologies to minimize their carbon footprint. CSC

Corporation, Taiwan's largest steelmaker, has

implemented an intelligent temperature control

system for its hot rolling mill furnaces, leveraging AI to

optimize energy consumption and reduce its carbon

footprint. This technological advancement, along with

AI-driven adjustments in sintering processes, is

projected to yield substantial economic benefits and

significantly decrease annual carbon emissions.

Beyond steel production, other manufacturers are

adopting AI-based solutions for quality control,

environmental monitoring, and automated production

processes. These initiatives, which include machine

vision-based defect detection and AI-powered

equipment health monitoring, underscore a

widespread commitment to technological innovation

as a means of achieving sustainability goals.

This integrated approach, combining legislative reform

with industrial innovation, seeks to position Taiwan as

a key player in the global transition towards a low-

carbon economy. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Strengthening "silicon shield"

with record tech investment

(ce) Taiwan's economy is receiving a significant boost

from foreign technology companies, evidenced by a

record NTD 24.4 billion (USD 805.2 million) invested in

research and development in the past year. This surge

underscores Taiwan's crucial role in the global chip

supply chain, often referred to as the "Silicon Shield," a

strategic asset that contributes to regional stability by

deterring potential aggression.

The Ministry of Economic Affairs (MOEA) has

highlighted that 40 foreign tech giants have

established R&D centers in Taiwan. These companies,
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including Micron, Nvidia, AMD, Infineon, and ASML, are

bringing cutting-edge technologies in fields such as AI,

memory chips, and automotive semiconductors.

Government-led programs, initiated in 2015, have

been instrumental in attracting these investments.

These initiatives have fostered over 1,000 partnerships

between local and foreign firms, resulting in enhanced

talent development, job creation, and the integration

of advanced technologies into Taiwan's industries.

Furthermore, these programs have facilitated

collaborations with local universities, training

thousands of professionals annually.

Since their inception, these programs have attracted

over NT$520 billion (USD 16.5 billion) in total foreign

investment, solidifying Taiwan's position as a vital

business hub despite ongoing geopolitical challenges.

The government's strategic focus on key sectors,

including semiconductors, AI, defense, cybersecurity,

and communications, has further driven these

investments. [Taiwan News]

To incentivize foreign companies, the government

offers subsidies, covering up to 50 percent of project

costs, provided they meet the requirement of

recruiting at least 50 percent foreign talent.

Taiwan: Tech-driven economy poised for

robust growth

(ce) Taiwan's economy is projected to expand

significantly, driven by the surging global demand for

AI and technology, according to a recent government

report. Director Chen Shu-tsu of the Directorate-

General of Budget, Accounting and Statistics (DGBAS)

told legislators that Taiwan's economy is expected to

grow by 3.14 percent in 2025, building on a strong 2.9

percent year-on-year growth in the fourth quarter of

2024.

This growth is fueled by Taiwan's competitive edge in

manufacturing and innovation within the AI and ICT

sectors. Recent economic indicators, including an 8.90

percent surge in exports and a 19.20 percent jump in

capital formation, underscore the robust performance

across multiple economic fronts.

Taiwan's economic growth of 4.59 percent last year

surpassed regional competitors like Singapore, Hong

Kong, and South Korea, and significantly exceeded the

global average. This strong performance is set against

a backdrop of stable global growth, as forecasted by
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Oxford Economics and the IMF, with AI adoption

expected to further stimulate economic activity.

The semiconductor industry remains a key driver, with

substantial investments in advanced manufacturing

and packaging to meet AI chip demand. Additionally,

the aviation sector is expanding to accommodate

increased travel and freight, while stable employment

and wage growth are supporting strong consumer

spending. These factors collectively contribute to

Taiwan's optimistic economic outlook. [TVBS]

Taiwan: F-16V pilot training to extend in

the US

(ce) Taiwan's Air Force is investing an additional NTD 4

billion (USD 121.09 million) to prolong its F-16V pilot

training program in the United States, according to

recent reports. Originally set to conclude at the end of

2024, the NTD 9.56 billion (USD 289 million) program

will now continue until September 15, 2026, bringing

the total cost to NTD 13.53 billion (USD 415 million).

This extension, agreed upon by the Ministry of

National Defense and the U.S., ensures continued

training for pilots operating Taiwan's existing F-16

Block 20 fighter jets and the 66 new F-16V Block 70

aircraft, which are expected to begin delivery soon and

be completed by the end of 2026, at a total cost of NTD

247.2 billion (USD 7.5 billion).

Since 1997, Taiwan has sent pilots and aircraft to the

U.S. for training, initially at Luke Air Force Base in

Arizona and later at Morris Air National Guard Base in

the same state, to maintain and enhance its F-16 fleet

capabilities [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Covert and overt actions from

China

(ce) China's efforts to exert influence and pressure on

Taiwan manifest in a range of activities, from

sophisticated covert operations to direct maritime

intrusions, and increasingly, through internal

espionage. A recent report by the Global Taiwan

Institute (GTI), a Washington, D.C.-based think tank,

exposes China's aggressive, multi-faceted campaign to

undermine Taiwan, deploying a shadow war of

intelligence, cyberattacks, and insidious United Front

tactics. [GTI]
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The GTI report details a shift in China's intelligence

strategy, moving beyond high-ranking officials to

recruit lower-level military personnel. This infiltration,

driven by financial incentives and demands for loyalty

oaths, is reflected in Taiwan's investigation of 84

espionage cases this year alone. Simultaneously,

Taiwan faces a relentless barrage of cyberattacks, the

highest in the Asia-Pacific region. Chinese-backed

hackers, employing stealthy "living off the land"

techniques and potentially collaborating with Russian

counterparts, target critical infrastructure and

government networks, eroding Taiwan's digital

defenses.

Beyond these overt threats, China's United Front

operations infiltrate Taiwan's society at the grassroots

level. By targeting community leaders, political figures,

and leveraging youth exchanges and cultural

programs, China seeks to propagate its influence and

undermine Taiwan's unity. Over 150 Taiwanese

organizations are reportedly linked to this system,

according to the Jamestown Foundation. [Taiwan

News]

Adding to these covert actions, the Coast Guard

Administration (CGA) recently detained an unmarked

vessel and its six crew members for trespassing in

Taiwan's restricted waters. The vessel, carrying half a

million liters of fuel, lacked any identifying name, home

port registration, or ship certificate. Upon inspection,

the significant fuel cargo led CGA personnel to believe

the vessel's presence was to provide unauthorized

refueling services to Chinese fishing fleets operating in

the area. The vessel and its crew were subsequently

escorted to the Port of Taipei for further investigation,

under the Act Governing Relations Between People of

the Taiwan Area and the Mainland Area. [Taipei Times

1]

Furthermore, Taiwan is grappling with an increasing

threat of Chinese espionage from within its own

population. The report suggests that Beijing uses

diverse tactics to recruit spies within the military,

government, and pro-China organizations, targeting

both retired and active personnel. Experts emphasize

the unique danger, highlighting the scale and

annexation-driven purpose of China's operations.

Official data shows a surge in espionage prosecutions,

particularly involving military personnel.

Despite diminished cross-strait exchanges, China

adapts, using criminals, temples, and online platforms

as recruitment tools. Spies are tasked with gathering

military intelligence and organizing armed groups, with

evidence of "sniper teams" targeting key installations.

Lawmakers warn of a "growing" Chinese spy network
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aiming to weaken Taiwan's defense and democracy.

President Lai has proposed countermeasures,

including transparency for cross-strait exchanges and

military trials. [Taipei Times 2]

Taiwan: Preparing for compound disasters

with civilian drills

(ce) Approximately 900 civilians in Tainan will

participate in disaster response drills on 27 March,

utilizing military-grade field hospital equipment

without direct military assistance. The exercise will also

involve fire departments from Kaohsiung and Chiayi

County, as well as alternative service conscripts.

The drills will simulate a complex "compound disaster"

scenario, encompassing earthquakes, tsunamis, and

critical infrastructure disruptions. The primary

objective is to evaluate and enhance the emergency

response capabilities of both central and local

governments, particularly in areas such as large-scale

evacuations, emergency sheltering, and the

establishment of temporary medical facilities.

A crucial component of the exercise is the integration

of civilian participation, designed to assess and

strengthen public-private sector cooperation during

major disasters. The Ministry of National Defense's

Medical Affairs Bureau will provide Forward

Resuscitative and Surgical Detachment (FRSD) medical

kits and inflatable field hospital tents for civilian use.

These resources, typically employed in military and

disaster relief scenarios, will enable civilians to practice

rapid deployment and patient treatment procedures.

A senior Ministry of the Interior official noted that

these drills will be "unscripted and more realistic"

compared to previous civil defense exercises.

Following the Tainan drills, the government will

conduct Urban Resilience Exercises from next month

through July, integrating air raid and disaster response

simulations. These exercises will culminate in the live-

fire portion of the Han Kuang military drills in July.

[Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Defense capabilities reinforced

through pay increase and reservist

system reforms

(ce) In a concerted effort to bolster its national

defense, Taiwan is implementing significant reforms
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across both its active military and civilian reserve

forces. President Lai Ching-te has unveiled a

restructured military compensation package, effective

April 1, aimed at incentivizing service and enhancing

morale, particularly within frontline combat units. This

initiative introduces a tiered allowance system,

providing substantial increases to monthly stipends.

Junior officers, at the rank of major and below, will see

their allowance rise to NTD 15,000 (USD 454); mid-

ranking officers, such as lieutenant colonels, will

receive NTD 14,000 (USD 424); and senior officers,

including generals, will be granted NTD 13,000 (USD

393). Additionally, combat units engaged in rigorous

training will receive NTD 12,000 (USD 263), while

combat support units will receive NTD 7,000 (USD 212),

reflecting the intensity and demands of their duties.

These increases represent a significant investment in

the well-being and retention of military personnel.

[Focus Taiwan 1]

Concurrently, the Ministries of Interior (MOI) and

National Defense (MND) are implementing sweeping

reforms to the civilian reservist system. These reforms

include the elimination of the 60-day annual training

cap, allowing for extended training periods when

deemed necessary, and the expansion of the eligible

reservist pool to include individuals who completed

their mandatory service beyond the established nine-

year post-service parameter. These measures are

driven by the imperative to enhance civil defense

capabilities in response to escalating geopolitical

tensions and the increasing frequency of natural

disasters, ensuring a more resilient and readily

deployable reserve force. [Focus Taiwan 2]

The combined effect of these military pay adjustments

and civilian reservist reforms signals a concerted effort

to strengthen Taiwan's overall defense posture in the

face of evolving security challenges.

Taiwan: M142 HIMARS expedited, F-16s

delayed in US arms deals

(ce) Taiwan is accelerating its defense modernization

with the expedited delivery of US-made HIMARS, now

scheduled for completion next year, ahead of the initial

2027 timeline, according to an MND report to the

Legislative Yuan, Taiwan’s parliament. Of the 18

ongoing US arms procurements, Taiwan will receive

the second batch of 18 HIMARS in 2025, adding to the

11 already delivered

However, two key projects face delays: upgrades of F-

16 A/B jets to F-16V block 20 specifications, and the
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delivery of 66 newly purchased F-16 C/D block 70 jets.

A ceremonial launch for the F-16 C/D block 70 is

planned this month in the US, with all deliveries

expected by the end of 2026.

Conversely, 15 other arms packages, including

Harpoon Coastal Defense Systems and M1A2T Abrams

tanks, are proceeding on schedule. In December, 38

M1A2T tanks were received, reflecting a varied timeline

of ongoing procurements. [Focus Taiwan]
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Bangladesh: Interim government confirms

December elections

(lm) Bangladesh’s interim administration has

reaffirmed that the next general election will be held in

December 2025, with Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus

and Information and Broadcasting Adviser Mahfuj

Alam both urging early preparations across political

and security institutions.

At a prayer and iftar event for those injured during last

year’s mass uprising, Mahfuj Alam emphasized that a

timeline has already been set and called on political

parties to act responsibly and stay united in their

demand for reforms and justice, particularly against

the return of the Awami League of ousted ex-Prime

Minister Sheikh Hasina. [The Daily Star 1]

Meanwhile, Chief Adviser Yunus directed the police

force to begin necessary preparations immediately to

ensure peaceful elections. In a meeting with law

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-xt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-xi/


enforcement and home ministry officials, Yunus

stressed improving the capabilities of underperforming

district units and addressing long-standing grievances

of field-level officers.

Planned measures include lifting the cap on risk

allowances, purchasing new police vehicles (including

364 pickups and 140 prison vans), releasing funds for

incomplete infrastructure projects, acquiring

permanent premises for police stations currently in

rented spaces, and offering interest-free motorcycle

loans to sub-inspectors.

Yunus also acknowledged calls from the police for

broader reforms, including an independent police

commission and improved welfare policies. These

demands had previously been voiced during his

meeting with field-level police officials on March 17.

[The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: Political leaders defend the

army amid rumors of a state of

emergency

(lm) In a recent series of statements, key leaders of

Bangladesh’s current political landscape have raised

concerns about a perceived growing campaign to

undermine the country’s military, a crucial institution

for national stability and sovereignty since the ouster

of ex-Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina in August last year.

Tarique Rahman, the acting chairman of the

Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), warned that

certain groups are trying to create divisions between

the army and the people. Speaking at an iftar event,

Tarique highlighted how attempts were being made to

position the army against the population, similar to

past efforts that pitted reform and elections against

each other. He stressed the importance of united

action to resist this conspiracy and called on journalists

to present the truth and counter the disinformation.

[The Daily Star] [Dhaka Tribune 1]

Mirza Fakhrul Islam Alamgir, BNP's secretary general,

echoed similar concerns, stating that there was a

malicious attempt to discredit key institutions,

particularly the army. Fakhrul expressed that the army,

which has historically stood by the nation during

crucial moments, is now being targeted to destabilize

Bangladesh once again. He criticized these efforts as

being part of a larger conspiracy to repeat the actions

of previous authoritarian regimes that undermined the

country’s sovereignty. [Dhaka Tribune 2]
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Hasnat Abdullah, a leader within the newly formed

National Citizen Party (NCP), also addressed the issue,

emphasizing the army’s role in supporting the people

during the student-led uprising in August 2024. He

called for caution against any attempts to turn the

people against the army, affirming that the army

remains a symbol of the country's independence and

sovereignty. Hasnat also expressed his desire to

rebuild state institutions to serve the people, criticizing

the Awami League for its governance and human

rights abuses.[Dhaka Tribune 3]

It is notable that these defenses of the army come

amid rumors circulating about a potential state of

emergency in Bangladesh. Home Secretary Nasimul

Ghani dismissed the rumors, calling them "gossip."

Speaking to journalists, Ghani reassured the public

that the situation remained under control and that

there were no signs of a deterioration in law and order.

He emphasized that the government, along with the

police, is maintaining stability and that there were no

credible reports indicating the need for a state of

emergency. [Dhaka Tribune 4]

Bangladesh: Student-led party faces

internal tension over claims of army-

backed plan to rehabilitate Awami League

(lm) A controversy has erupted within Bangladesh's

National Citizen Party (NCP)–established in February by

two key drivers behind last year's student-led mass

uprising–following a viral Facebook post by Hasnat

Abdullah, one of the NCP’s founding leaders and a

visible face of the July 2024 mass uprising that toppled

the Awami League government, in which he alleged

that the army had proposed a plan to rehabilitate a

“refined Awami League” under new leadership.

The post, made in the early hours of March 22, claimed

that Hasnat and fellow leader Sarjis Alam were offered

a parliamentary seat-sharing deal in exchange for

accepting the return of Awami League figures who

would denounce x-Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina while

embracing the legacy of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman,

Hasina’s father and the founding president of

Bangladesh. Hasnat alleged the proposal was made at

the cantonment and warned that any attempt to bring

back the Awami League would be met with fierce

resistance. [The Daily Star 1]

The claim triggered overnight student protests at

Dhaka University and simultaneous NCP-led

demonstrations in Brahmanbaria and Savar, all

demanding a ban on the Awami League and
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prosecution of its leaders for the July 2024 killings.

Protesters condemned the interim government’s

refusal to outlaw the party and warned that any

attempt to reinstate the AL would be met with mass

resistance and calls for a revolutionary government.

[The Daily Star 2]

The army reportedly rejected Hasnat’s claims as

“absolutely laughable,” according to a report by

Sweden-based Netra News, which confirmed that the

meeting did take place. The military insisted the

meeting was initiated by NCP leaders themselves and

not a summons, stating that the army chief merely

expressed his opinion that including a refined version

of the Awami League could benefit national stability.

[The Daily Star 3]

Sarjis Alam later issued a public clarification that

differed from Hasnat’s version. In his own Facebook

post, Sarjis acknowledged that the topics mentioned by

Hasnat—including a refined Awami League and specific

leaders—were discussed, but he characterized the

meeting as a candid exchange of views rather than a

pressuring proposal. He emphasized that no coercion

took place and criticized the decision to publicize such

discussions, warning it could damage trust in future

political dialogues. [The Daily Star 4]

Their differing statements triggered unease within the

NCP. Chief Coordinator Nasiruddin Patwary publicly

stated that Hasnat’s post was inappropriate and

announced the party would soon clarify its stance.

Senior NCP members expressed frustration over

internal matters being aired on social media without

party consensus. Some leaders accused Hasnat and

Sarjis of pursuing personal popularity, while others

feared the controversy could undermine the party’s

ability to hold confidential discussions with key

stakeholders. [The Daily Star 5]

This internal strife within the NCP coincides with the

party's broader political agenda, which includes calling

for the cancellation of the Awami League’s registration

and declaring it a "criminal organization." The NCP has

also been vocal in demanding the establishment of a

"Second Republic" with a new constitution and a focus

on justice, democracy, and inclusive governance,

particularly for marginalized communities. [The Daily

Star 6]

Bangladesh: Student-led party backs key

changes for transparent governance and

inclusivity
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(lm) The National Citizen Party (NCP), a newly formed

political party established by two key entities behind

last year’s student-led mass uprising, has submitted its

feedback on 166 reform proposals currently under

review by the National Consensus Commission (NCC)—

a body comprising the heads of six reform

commissions and interim leader Muhammad Yunus.

The NCP expressed full agreement with 113 proposals

and partial support for 29 others. [The Daily Star]

The NCP supports the establishment of a bicameral

parliament and recommends that political parties

announce their upper house candidates ahead of

elections to enhance transparency. It also proposes

lowering the minimum voting age to 16 and setting 23

as the minimum age for Members of Parliament (MPs),

citing the active political engagement of Generation Z

during the uprising. While it backs some interim

governance reforms, the NCP emphasized that only a

Constituent Assembly election could legitimize

constitutional changes, suggesting that non-

constitutional matters be implemented through

ordinances. It also stated that the interim government

should only function for 70–75 days before handing

over power. [The Daily Star] [The Daily Star]

Additionally, the NCP called for the recognition of

Bangla as the official language, constitutional

recognition of all communities, and a right to life and

nature as a fundamental right. It opposed dividing the

country into provinces and setting educational

qualifications for Senate candidates, saying this would

marginalize disadvantaged groups. It also proposed

making the prime minister's advice to the president

non-binding.

Bangladesh: BNP warns reforms could

empower unelected bodies, opposes key

constitutional proposals

(lm) The Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) has voiced

strong opposition to key proposals of the 166 reform

proposals under review by the National Consensus

Commission (NCC)– a body comprising the heads of six

reform commissions and interim leader Muhammad

Yunus –, warning that they could undermine

democratic accountability and empower unelected

bodies. While BNP Acting Chairman Tarique Rahman

called for political unity and prioritization of public

demands, party leaders led by Secretary General Mirza

Fakhrul Islam Alamgir warned that proposed reforms

—such as the creation of a National Constitutional

Council to oversee top-level appointments—risk

sidelining elected institutions.
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Fakhrul criticized the reform process as a "pre-planned

initiative" lacking transparency and stressed that only a

democratically elected government should implement

constitutional and structural reforms. He argued that

any changes to the Constitution should be guided by a

"Charter of Reform" built through political consensus.

He also criticized the NCC’s spreadsheet format for

soliciting feedback, noting that critical issues—such as

changes to the constitutional preamble—had been

omitted. The party rejected the suggestion to equate

the 2024 mass uprising with the 1971 Liberation War

and proposed any reference to the former be placed in

the Constitution’s schedules, not the preamble. [The

Daily Star 1]

Tarique Rahman, in separate virtual addresses at iftar

events, called on political parties to avoid actions that

could lead to a return of autocracy. Emphasizing that

the people are the "real capital" of politics, he urged

parties to address citizens' everyday concerns and

unite in pursuit of meaningful reforms. He linked the

fall of the Awami League regime to popular support

during the July-August 2024 uprising and stressed that

reforms and elections should not be treated as

mutually exclusive. He described reform as a

continuous process and reaffirmed the need for free

and fair elections as a foundation of democracy. [The

Daily Star 2] [The Daily Star 3]

In its formal feedback to the NCC, the BNP rejected the

proposal to impose a two-term cap on prime ministers,

suggesting instead a cap on serving three consecutive

terms. It also opposed a ban on holding the posts of

prime minister, party chief, and leader of the house

simultaneously, arguing such decisions should rest

with political parties. The BNP supported the idea of a

bicameral legislature but said the final design should

be determined by an elected parliament. It endorsed

increasing the number of reserved seats for women to

100 and having two deputy speakers, one from the

opposition. [The Daily Star 4]

However, the party rejected proposals to lower the

voting age to 16 or the minimum age for MPs to 21,

and opposed mandated youth candidate quotas. On

electoral matters, the BNP warned that transferring

the National Identity (NID) system away from the

Election Commission (EC) or placing the EC under a

parliamentary standing committee would compromise

its independence. It supported 11 of 20 proposed Anti-

Corruption Commission reforms and agreed with most

judiciary reform proposals, while calling for dialogue

on public administration reform. [The Daily Star 5]
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Bangladesh: Islamist parties oppose

women's reserved seats, call for

restructuring advisory council

(lm) Two of Bangladesh’s Islamist political forces, the

Khelafat Majlish political party and the radical Hefazat-

e-Islam advocacy group, have proposed sweeping

constitutional and institutional reforms during ongoing

consultations with the National Consensus

Commission (NCC)—a body comprising the heads of

six reform commissions and interim leader

Muhammad Yunus.

Khelafat Majlish, during its dialogue with the NCC,

opposed proposals to reserve parliamentary seats for

women, arguing all 400 seats should be open to all

candidates. The party also rejected the inclusion of

pluralism as a fundamental constitutional principle and

called instead for “full faith in Allah” to be enshrined in

the constitution. While supporting a bicameral

parliament, Khelafat Majlish backed a five-year term

rather than the proposed four-year term. It also

supported direct elections for local leadership

positions and retention of the vice chairman post in

union councils. [Dhaka Tribune 1] [The Daily Star 2]

Separately, Hefazat-e-Islam Bangladesh issued a

statement demanding a restructuring of the interim

government’s Advisory Council. The group alleged that

many advisers lack revolutionary spirit and have failed

to work toward dismantling the “fascist system.”

Hefazat called for their replacement with more

competent, ideologically aligned individuals. It also

reiterated demands for a judicial ban on the Awami

League, reform of the state structure in line with

Islamic principles, and the withdrawal of legal cases

filed against its members during the previous regime.

The group insisted that any future election must follow

substantive state reform and reflect broad national

consensus. [The Daily Star 3]

Bangladesh: BNP rejects electoral alliance

with main Islamist party

(zh) Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) senior leader

Gayeshwar Chandra Roy has stated that the BNP will

not form an electoral alliance with Bangladesh Jamaat-

e-Islami, the country’s largest Islamist political party, in

the upcoming elections, even if the Awami League of

ousted ex-Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina participates.

He expressed concerns that Jamaat might attempt an

indirect alliance with the Awami League, possibly
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facilitated by India, due to Jamaat’s desire for power.

[The Daily Star]

The remarks are notable, given that the BNP and

Jamaat have been political allies in Bangladesh for the

largest part of the last three decades. Their alliance

began in 1991 when both parties united under the

banner of the 4-party alliance, which later evolved into

a 20-party alliance, which was formalized in 1999 when

Jamaat joined the BNP-led coalition government. This

cooperation extended through the 2000s, with the two

parties sharing political power and supporting each

other’s initiatives.

However, their relationship began to fray in the 2010s,

primarily due to political changes and the Awami

League's crackdown on Jamaat in the wake of the 2013

Shahbagh protests and the 2014 war crimes trials. The

Awami League government, under then-Prime Minister

Hasina, has been particularly aggressive in its stance

against Jamaat, especially following its involvement in

war crimes during Bangladesh's 1971 independence

war. Jamaat's leaders have faced trials and convictions

for their role in the war, leading to their exclusion from

the political arena in many respects.

The BNP, however, has maintained a more lenient

stance towards Jamaat. Despite the tensions with the

Awami League, the BNP’s historical alliance with

Jamaat has led to accusations of the BNP’s tacit

support for Jamaat’s policies and its involvement in war

crimes. These political divisions culminated in the

dissolution of the 20-party alliance before the 12th

national elections in 2018.

Bangladesh: Jatiya Party warns election

without itself and Awami League cannot

be neutral

(lm) Jatiya Party (JP) Chairman GM Quader has warned

that any national election excluding both the Awami

League (AL) and the JP would not be considered free,

fair, or neutral. Speaking at an iftar and discussion in

Rangpur, Quader argued that sidelining major parties

would amount to disenfranchising half the population,

calling such a scenario unacceptable and potentially

destructive for the country.

The JP, founded by former military ruler HM Ershad,

played the role of the official opposition following the

January 2024 national elections, in which the AL of

now-ousted Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina secured a

landslide victory. However, JP has since faced political
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marginalization amid the mass uprising and the fall of

the AL-led government in August 2024.

Speaking against this backdrop, Quader criticized a

broader trend of political manipulation by those in

power, saying successive governments have tried to

hold onto power by engineering electoral processes.

He alleged that efforts are underway to politically

isolate the JP by branding it merely as an AL ally, which

he said aims to create frustration within the party

ranks. He urged JP activists to resist such attempts,

"even at the cost of our lives," and called for greater

public visibility.

Responding to narratives that portray JP as a ruling

party associate, Quader recalled the party’s boycott of

the 2014 election, during which 270 candidates

withdrew, emphasizing that JP’s independent political

stance is often overlooked. He also criticized the long-

standing label of JP founder HM Ershad as a dictator,

arguing that authoritarianism has been practiced by

nearly all heads of government in Bangladesh since

independence.

Quader further condemned obstruction of JP activities

and attacks on party offices following the August 5

changeover, asserting that attempts to erase JP’s

presence in public life must be resisted. He also voiced

concern over interference with the military, suggesting

public trust in the army’s role as a stabilizing force is

now being undermined. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Writ petition challenges RPO

rule on political party registration

(lm) A Supreme Court lawyer has filed a writ petition in

the High Court challenging the legality of a key

provision in the Representation of the People Order

(RPO), 1972, which requires political parties to have

offices in at least 22 districts and 100 upazilas (sub-

districts) to qualify for registration with the Election

Commission.

The petitioner argues that Section 90B(III) of the RPO

contradicts Articles 35, 36, and 37 of the Constitution,

which guarantee the right to form political

organizations without restrictive conditions. He also

challenged the legality of the Election Commission’s

March 10 notification—issued under this provision—

calling for applications for political party registration by

April 20. [The Daily Star]
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Bangladesh: Supreme Court gets two new

judges

(lm) Two High Court judges, Justice AKM Asaduzzaman

and Justice Farah Mahbub, have been elevated to the

Appellate Division of the Supreme Court of

Bangladesh. With their appointments, the number of

judges in the Appellate Division now stands at seven.

Both Justice Asaduzzaman and Justice Mahbub were

initially appointed as judges of the High Court Division

during the tenure of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party

(BNP)-led four-party alliance government, which ruled

Bangladesh from 2001 to 2006. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: President orders full probe

into Justice Akhtaruzzaman

(lm) President Mohammed Shahabuddin has

instructed the Supreme Judicial Council (SJC) to launch

a full investigation into Justice Md Akhtaruzzaman, one

of 12 High Court judges who were barred from judicial

duties since October 20, 2024, amid protests over

alleged political bias and misconduct.

The SJC — comprising the Chief Justice and the two

most senior judges of the Appellate Division — is

constitutionally mandated to investigate allegations of

misconduct or incapacity against Supreme Court

judges and make recommendations to the president.

This move follows the recent dismissal of another

judge from the same group, Justice Khizir Hayat, who

was removed on March 18 for "misconduct and

incapacity" upon recommendation by the SJC. The

initial suspension of the 12 judges came after mass

demonstrations on October 16 last year, where

protesters, mainly students, called for the removal of

what they described as “pro-Awami League fascist

judges.”

Of the 12 suspended judges, two have since retired —

Justice Md Ataur Rahman Khan and Justice Ashish

Ranjan Das — while Justice Shahed Nuruddin resigned

in February citing personal reasons. Two others, Justice

Md Aminul Islam and Justice SM Masud Hossain Dolon,

are no longer in service, having not been confirmed as

High Court judges. The SJC is continuing inquiries into

the remaining six.

The directive to investigate Justice Akhtaruzzaman was

issued under Article 96(5)(b) of the Constitution and is

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-qy/


based on preliminary information earlier submitted to

the president by the council. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Election Commission misses

deadline for NID corrections amid voter

registration drive

(lm) The Election Commission (EC) of Bangladesh has

failed to meet its previously announced target of

resolving all pending National Identity Card (NID)

correction applications within three months. Despite a

commitment made last December, the backlog

remains, with officials now estimating that it will take

at least another six months—until September—to clear

the accumulated applications.

As of March 16, the EC has processed 278,000

applications, but in the same period, an additional

302,000 new applications were submitted, raising the

current backlog to 400,000. The delay is primarily

attributed to the ongoing voter registration campaign,

which has registered over 4.75 million new voters as of

March 22 and will continue until May 5. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: High Court acquits former

BNP state minister in arms case

(zh) The High Court of Bangladesh has acquitted

former Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) state

minister for home affairs, Lutfozzaman Babar, in an

arms case, overturning the 17-year prison sentence

previously handed down by a trial court. The sentence

was issued during the military-backed caretaker

government in 2007. Babar, who had been imprisoned

for 17 years, was released from jail on January 16.

The court also scrapped the trial court’s verdict, ruling

that the filing of the first information report (FIR) five

days after Babar’s arrest was unconstitutional and

legally flawed. Babar had been convicted for

possessing illegal firearms and ammunition found at

his residence in Gulshan, Dhaka, with the trial court’s

sentence being issued on October 30, 2007. [The Daily

Star]

Bangladesh: ACC files corruption cases

against former chief whip Noor-e-Alam
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(lm) The Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) has filed

two separate cases against former chief whip of the

Jatiya Sangsad (Bangladesh’s national parliament),

Noor-e-Alam Chowdhury Liton, and his wife, for

allegedly acquiring illegal assets valued at

approximately BDT 71.30 million (USD 630,000).

Noor-e-Alam is accused of illegally acquiring assets

worth around BDT 57.49 million (USD 490,000). He is

also alleged to have made suspicious transactions

totaling approximately BDT 232.11 million (USD 2.02

million) across eight bank accounts registered in his

name. Meanwhile, his wife is accused of acquiring

illegal wealth amounting to approximately BDT 13.81

million (USD 90,000). [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Court freezes assets of ex-

police officials in corruption cases

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

Commission (ACC) to freeze the movable and

immovable properties of former Deputy Inspector

General (DIG) of Police, Molla Nazrul Islam, in a

corruption case. Molla Nazrul, who previously served

at the Bangladesh Police Academy in Rajshahi, was

accused of illegally amassing wealth amounting to BDT

16,430,540 (approximately USD 134,730). His assets

include 10.18 kathas of land (682 square meters) in

Aftab Nagar, two flats in Rampura, and shares worth

BDT 5,547,306 (approximately USD 45,470).

The court also imposed a travel ban, citing concerns

that Nazrul may attempt to transfer or dispose of the

assets. He was arrested on February 8 in Rajshahi.

In a separate case, the same court issued a travel ban

on Subhash Chandra Saha, former Superintendent of

Police (SP) of Faridpur, for allegedly acquiring wealth

worth BDT 5,791,997 (approximately USD 47,480)

through illegal means. The ACC filed the case against

him on December 4, 2023. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Government orders

disciplinary action against corrupt

officials following advisory committee

recommendation

(lm) The Ministry of Public Administration has

instructed all secretaries and heads of government

offices and agencies to take disciplinary action against

employees suspected of corruption. The directive,
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issued on March 20, follows a decision made by the

Advisory Committee on Public Administration on

February 20.

In an official letter signed by Deputy Secretary Jamila

Shabnam, the ministry emphasized that officials and

employees widely perceived as corrupt based on

intelligence reports should face departmental action as

per existing directives. The order was circulated to

directors general, managing directors, executive

directors, and chairpersons of government agencies,

as well as divisional and deputy commissioners.

This marks the first major step by the Advisory

Committee on Public Administration, formed on

January 8 and chaired by Finance Adviser Salehuddin

Ahmed, with Information Adviser Mahfuj Alam as

member secretary. The committee is tasked with

advising the government on recruitment, transfers,

and disciplinary matters concerning senior-level

officials, including divisional commissioners and

deputy commissioners. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: ACC sues two telecom firms

for laundering over USD 1.1 billion in call

revenue

(lm) The Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) of

Bangladesh has filed money laundering cases against

top executives of Vision Tel Ltd and Apple GlobalTel

Communications Ltd, alleging the unauthorized

transfer of over USD 1.16 billion in international call

revenue between 2012 and 2015. According to the

ACC, both companies failed to repatriate their earnings

to Bangladesh as required by law.

Vision Tel Ltd, which handled 173.22 billion

international call minutes from September 2012 to

September 2013, allegedly laundered USD 519.67

million (approximately BDT 40.49 billion) abroad

without returning any of the revenue. The company’s

managing director and chairman were named as

responsible parties.

Similarly, Apple GlobalTel processed 301.22 billion call

minutes between September 2012 and June 2015 and

was required to return USD 642.37 million to

Bangladesh. However, it only repatriated USD 40.58

million, leaving a shortfall of USD 601.79 million

(approximately BDT 46.33 billion).

Both companies now face charges under the Money

Laundering Prevention Act, 2012, and the Penal Code

for criminal breach of trust and financial misconduct.
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The Bangladesh Telecommunication Regulatory

Commission (BTRC) confirmed that dues remain

unsettled and the ACC described the cases as evidence

of severe regulatory failure in the telecom sector.

[Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Media Reform Commission

proposes sweeping changes to ownership,

regulation, and journalist protection

(lm) The Media Reform Commission has submitted a

comprehensive report to Chief Adviser Muhammad

Yunus, outlining sweeping changes to Bangladesh’s

media sector. The proposals, delivered on March 21–

22, include the creation of an independent Bangladesh

Media Commission to replace current regulatory

bodies and oversee all forms of media—print,

broadcast, and digital. This new entity would be

responsible for licensing, enforcing editorial standards,

and ensuring that convicted individuals or loan

defaulters are barred from owning or managing media

outlets.

To limit undue political and financial influence, the

commission called for mandatory public listings of

medium and large media firms, a 25 percent cap on

individual or group ownership, and a “one house, one

media” policy that bans cross-platform or multiple-

outlet ownership. It also proposed boosting

transparency to curb black money in the sector. [The

Daily Star]

On journalist protections, the report recommends a

new law to ensure safety, repeal criminal defamation,

and review cases filed under restrictive laws like the

Cyber Security Act and Official Secrets Act. Entry-level

journalists should be paid salaries equivalent to Grade

9 government officers, with added location-based

allowances. The commission also emphasized that no

journalist should be employed without formal

contracts and ID credentials.

To support media viability, it suggests eliminating

advance income taxes and the 27.5 percent corporate

tax on newspapers, reforming newspaper enlistment

criteria to reflect actual sales over circulation, and

enabling access to low-interest loans. FM radio

stations, in particular, should receive financial relief,

including the return of their security deposits. [The

Daily Star]

The commission also proposed merging state media

entities—Bangladesh Television (BTV), Bangladesh

Betar (radio), and Bangladesh Sangbad Sangstha (BSS)
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—into a single entity, tentatively named Bangladesh

Broadcasting Corporation, composed of three

divisions: Television, Radio, and News. [The Daily Star]

These reforms come as the interim government signals

urgency in tackling misinformation. Environment

Adviser Syeda Rizwana Hasan emphasized at a recent

seminar that combating falsehoods requires both

narrative-building and structural media reform.

Rizwana criticized news outlets for prioritizing profit

and remaining silent during last year’s mass uprising,

arguing that disinformation thrived not only because

of political forces but also due to media complicity.

Media Reform Commission head Kamal Hossain noted

that Yunus has already requested a shortlist of reform

measures for immediate implementation. Hossain

reiterated the importance of establishing fact-checking

units within media organizations—steps many outlets

had previously avoided to maintain favor with powerful

interests. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Journalists attacked while

covering alleged medical negligence at

Cumilla hospital

(lm) At least five journalists were injured in Cumilla on

the night of March 21 after reportedly being attacked

by intern doctors and medical students at Cumilla

Medical College Hospital. The journalists were covering

a protest staged by the family of a patient who

allegedly died due to being administered the wrong

injection. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Parveen Mahmud appointed

chair of Manusher Jonno Foundation

(lm) Parveen Mahmud has been elected chairperson of

Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF), a prominent

organization working for human rights and good

governance in Bangladesh. She assumed office on

March 23, succeeding the late Syed Manzur Elahi, a

veteran industrialist and long-serving MJF chair who

passed away on March 12.

A pioneering figure in finance and development,

Parveen was the first woman president of the Institute

of Chartered Accountants of Bangladesh (ICAB) and

also the first female president of the South Asian

Federation of Accountants. She has held key roles at

BRAC, Palli Karma-Sahayak Foundation (PKSF), and
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Grameen Telecom Trust, and currently serves as

managing director of Shasha Garments Ltd and

chairperson of RDRS Bangladesh.

Parveen serves on numerous boards, including BRAC

International and the Centre for Policy Dialogue, and is

an independent director at major firms such as Marico

Bangladesh and Berger Paints. She has received

multiple national and international awards for her

leadership and contributions to women’s

empowerment. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Poverty rises sharply in

multiple districts, worsened by food

insecurity

(lm) A recent study by the Bangladesh Institute of

Development Studies (BIDS) reveals a concerning rise

in poverty across various districts between 2022 and

2024. The study, conducted in collaboration with the

World Food Programme (WFP), shows that food

insecurity has also worsened during this period,

though the study, based on perceptions, could not

pinpoint the exact causes of the rising poverty levels.

According to the report, the proportion of poor

households increased from 24.73 percent in 2022 to

26.43 percent in 2024, while the extreme poverty rate

also rose from 6.06 percent to 6.63 percent during the

same time frame. The study highlighted the highest

poverty rates in regions such as Bandarban, Rangpur,

and Sylhet. Dhaka, while maintaining a lower overall

poverty rate, saw a significant deterioration in

residents' perceptions of their economic conditions.

The report attributes the rising poverty to inflationary

pressures, climate-induced disasters, and the ongoing

global economic slowdown. The impact has been

particularly severe in rural areas, where the proportion

of people living below the upper poverty line is higher

than in urban areas. Food insecurity has also

significantly worsened, as indicated by the Food

Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES). The study noted an

increase in the number of households facing moderate

and severe food insecurity, forcing many families to

adopt negative coping strategies, such as reducing

meal portions or skipping meals altogether. [The Daily

Star]

Bangladesh: Government criticized for

leniency towards mob violence amid

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-ai/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-ad/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-ad/


rising attacks on women and minorities

(lm) At a protest rally in Dhaka on March 22, rights

activist and economist Prof Anu Muhammad criticized

the government for showing leniency toward groups

involved in mob violence and discrimination following

the July 2024 uprising. Speaking in front of the National

Museum, he alleged that certain factions have been

targeting women, minorities, and indigenous

communities, actively discouraging their participation

in political, cultural, and organizational life.

The rally, organized by the Student-People's Alliance,

demanded justice for rising incidents of rape and

abuse across the country and called for the removal of

Home Affairs Adviser Lt Gen (retd) Jahangir Alam

Chowdhury. Participants warned that women of all

ages, regardless of religion or ethnicity, feel

increasingly unsafe, alongside broader concerns within

both majority and minority communities.

Prof Muhammad accused government agencies of

responding with aggression to protests by workers,

teachers, and women, while showing tolerance for

groups promoting religious, gender, ethnic, and class-

based violence. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Seven dead, 25 rescued after

boat carrying Rohingya refugees capsizes

off Teknaf coast

(lm) At least seven people, including a Border Guard

Bangladesh (BGB) member, have died after a boat

carrying 40 to 50 Rohingya refugees capsized in the

Bay of Bengal near Shah Porir Island off Teknaf, Cox’s

Bazar, while attempting to enter Bangladesh illegally

from Myanmar.

The incident occurred early on March 22 when the

boat’s keel reportedly gave in due to strong currents.

BGB personnel, joined by local fishermen, immediately

launched a rescue operation and managed to save 25

people, including women and children. [The Daily Star

1] [The Daily Star 2]

Bhutan: Government boosts investment

in food and nutrition security with 2034

strategy

(lm) The Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock (MoAL)

has prioritized expanding the production of cereals,
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livestock products, and vegetables as part of Bhutan’s

Agrifood Sector Strategy 2034 (AFSS 2034), aiming to

improve national food and nutrition security. The

strategy, building on the 2023 Food and Nutrition

Security Policy, focuses on increasing the productivity

of rice, wheat, maize, milk, meat, eggs, and honey

while enhancing market access and reducing food

imports.

Bhutan’s economic growth has been significant, with

per capita GDP rising from USD 330 in the 1980s to

USD 3,919 in 2023. The government aims to double

national GDP to USD 5 billion by 2029 and reach USD

10 billion by 2034. To support this trajectory, the AFSS

2034 outlines investment in irrigation, post-harvest

technology, crop insurance, low-interest loans, and

mechanization to sustain production.

In 2023, Bhutan produced 40,804 metric tons (MT) of

paddy from 22,985 acres, while annual rice imports

stood at approximately 89,000 MT. The government

aims to maintain rice self-sufficiency at 35 percent by

protecting 40,000–43,000 acres of prime wetland.

Wheat and maize production, currently at 837 MT and

25,118 MT respectively, will be increased through the

introduction of short-duration and heat-tolerant

varieties and improved processing technologies.

Vegetable production will be aligned with agro-climatic

zones—northern dzongkhags will focus on summer

cultivation, while southern regions will target winter

crops. Key vegetables such as chilies, onions, and

tomatoes will be grown at scale with support from

youth groups, state-owned enterprises, and private

entrepreneurs.

The agrifood sector’s Gross Value Added (GVA) has

risen from BTN 10 billion (USD 120 million) in 2010 to

BTN 37 billion (USD 440 million) in 2023. Food self-

sufficiency improved from 97.3 percent in 2017 to 98.5

percent in 2022. The government aims to triple exports

from BTN 3 billion (USD 36 million) to BTN 9 billion

(USD 108 million) by 2034.

Implementation of the strategy will be supported

through national budget prioritization, climate finance,

and soft international loans. Measures such as price

supports, subsidies, and buy-back programs are

intended to stabilize production and market

conditions. The Food Corporation of Bhutan Limited

will be responsible for maintaining reserves of

essential food commodities, and new warehouses will

be constructed to strengthen national food security.

Bhutan's strategy is closely tied to its ambition of

becoming a high-income country by 2034, with per



capita GDP projected to reach USD 12,000. The AFSS

2034 is also aligned with Bhutan’s commitments under

the Sustainable Development Goals. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Preliminary probe into fronting in

boulder exports reveals illicit operations

(lm) Authorities in Bhutan are finalizing a preliminary

investigation into widespread fronting in the country’s

lucrative boulder export industry. The probe follows an

August 2024 exposé by Kuensel, which uncovered the

involvement of foreign operators using Bhutanese

business licenses to conduct exports, allowing them to

funnel profits abroad and evade taxes. This practice,

known as fronting, has disrupted market dynamics and

undermined legitimate businesses.

Evidence indicates that many Bhutanese license

holders serve merely as nominal owners, with actual

operations run by Indian and Bangladeshi partners.

These foreign-controlled entities manage stock,

dominate transportation logistics—often sidelining

local truckers—and manipulate prices. While the base

price for exports is set at USD 16 per metric ton, illegal

operators have driven prices down to USD 13.75,

creating an uneven playing field.

Additionally, a large volume of Bhutanese currency

ends up in neighboring Indian towns such as

Bongaigaon and Datgari, where it is exchanged at a

three percent fee, fueling black-market operations

including illegal fuel sales. Many Indian vehicles refuel

in Bhutan daily using Bhutanese currency, contributing

to this parallel economy.

Exporters have criticized lax enforcement, pointing out

that many home-based businesses operate without

physical offices or staff, despite legal requirements.

Some have shut down due to compliance challenges,

including with systems like the Suvidha app.

Fronting was officially criminalized under Bhutan’s

Penal Code (Amendment) Act 2021, and the Ministry of

Economic Affairs issued a warning in July 2021

promising legal action. However, exporters argue that

enforcement remains weak, despite complaints lodged

with regional trade offices. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: UN report condemns life

sentences for political prisoners from

ethnic Nepali minority
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(hgk) A United Nations report has found that Bhutan is

violating international law by imposing life sentences

without parole on ethnic Nepali political prisoners. The

UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention concluded

that Bhutan detained individuals based on their

political opinions and ethnic identity, calling the

practice “discriminatory” and a breach of fair trial

standards.

The report highlights the cases of three men—

identified as representatives of a broader pattern—

who were arrested in 2008 for distributing pamphlets

opposing Bhutan's "one nation, one people" policy,

which led to the expulsion of more than 100,000 ethnic

Nepalis, known as Lhotshampas, between the late

1980s and 1990s. Many of those expelled lived in

refugee camps in Nepal before being resettled abroad.

Human rights advocates say that at least 37 political

prisoners remain detained under similar

circumstances. The detainees, some held at Chemgang

Central Prison, have reportedly endured poor

conditions, lack of medical care, and no access to

family visits since the International Committee of the

Red Cross lost access in recent years. Former prisoners

and exiles describe the arrests as politically motivated

and lacking legal basis.

The UN report further criticizes Bhutan for its failure to

respond to inquiries and says the findings will weigh

heavily during the country’s upcoming Universal

Periodic Review at the UN. Although not legally

binding, the report increases international pressure on

Bhutan to release the prisoners.

The revelations come as Bhutan promotes its new

Gelephu Mindfulness City, a high-profile development

project led by King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck,

aimed at transforming the country into a model of

sustainable growth. However, many exiled

Lhotshampas claim the project is being built on lands

from which they were forcibly displaced.

The government has so far not responded publicly to

the UN findings. [South China Morning Post]

Bhutan: USD 830 million climate

adaptation plan to address growing water

crisis

(lm) Despite having one of the highest per capita water

availabilities globally—around 94,500 cubic meters per

person annually—Bhutan faces increasing water

scarcity due to settlement patterns, drying springs, and
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seasonal shortages. In response, the Department of

Water (DoW) under the Ministry of Energy and Natural

Resources is finalizing a USD 830 million Climate

Adaptation Investment Plan (CAIP) to strengthen water

sector resilience.

The CAIP was discussed at an investment dialogue on

March 20, attended by over 30 representatives from

national agencies and international partners such as

the Asian Development Bank. The plan introduces 11

adaptation packages, eight of which have explicit

climate objectives. It includes a five-step framework

covering risk assessment, financing strategies,

adaptation priorities, and mobilizing investments.

Key measures include developing climate-resilient

water systems, early warning systems, upstream

catchment conservation, and integrating climate

projections into national water governance. The DoW

will also formulate river basin management plans for

the Drangmechhu, Mangdechhu, and Amochhu basins

and implement payment systems for water services,

along with nature-based solutions like wetland

restoration and watershed protection.

Scientific projections indicate Bhutan will face shorter,

wetter monsoons and longer, drier winters, worsening

seasonal water access and threatening infrastructure.

The CAIP builds on Bhutan’s 2014 Water Regulation

and the National Adaptation Plan 2023, which

estimated USD 14 billion is needed to address climate

vulnerabilities across seven priority sectors.

Government representatives emphasized the

importance of public-private partnerships and cross-

sector coordination to implement climate-resilient

water projects. The CAIP is expected to be finalized by

June 2025. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: PHPA-II commissions third unit,

adds 170 MW to national grid

(lm) The Punatsangchhu-II hydropower project

commissioned its third unit on March 20, increasing its

total operational capacity to 510 MW—enough to

power roughly 400,000 households. The project, a joint

venture between Bhutan and India launched in 2010,

will eventually reach a total capacity of 1,020 MW upon

full completion expected by the end of 2025.

The commissioning ceremony was attended by

Bhutan’s energy minister and the Indian ambassador,

who highlighted the project's role in promoting clean

energy, regional cooperation, and economic
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development. Units I and II were commissioned in

December 2024, and Unit IV is scheduled for May.

Units V and VI will follow later in the year.

To date, PHPA-II has generated 303 million units of

electricity, earning over BTN 1.25 billion (USD 15

million) in revenue. The total estimated cost of the

project is BTN 94.45 billion (USD 1.13 billion), with BTN

87 billion (USD 1.04 billion) already spent. The project

employs over 1,250 people and has achieved 98.35

percent overall completion. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Financial institutions disburse

USD 8 million under economic recovery

fund

(lm) As part of Bhutan’s Economic Stimulus Programme

(ESP), seven financial institutions have approved a total

of BTN 667.32 million (USD 8 million) in loans under

the Reinvigoration Fund (window II) to support post-

Covid-19 economic recovery. The loans were

sanctioned to 187 of the 295 applicants as of February

28 under two subsidy mechanisms: Modality I, which

offers a 4 percent annual interest subsidy for up to

three years, and Modality II, which provides alternative

financial support.

The Royal Monetary Authority allocates the fund based

on projected economic impact and credit demand. Of

the total amount, BTN 509.09 million (USD 6.1 million)

was disbursed under Modality I and BTN 77.23 million

(USD 927,000) under Modality II.

The Bank of Bhutan Limited led the disbursements,

approving BTN 304.07 million (USD 3.65 million) across

50 applications. Bhutan Development Bank Limited,

Bhutan National Bank Limited, and other financial

institutions including the Druk PNB, Royal Insurance

Corporation of Bhutan, Bhutan Insurance Limited, and

T Bank also participated in the initiative. The total

Reinvigoration Fund has a budget of BTN 2 billion (USD

24 million). [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Household expenditures

projected to rise by 24 percent by 2028

(lm) Bhutanese households are expected to see a

23.67 percent increase in average monthly

expenditures by 2028, driven by growing demand for

goods and services, which may elevate the cost of

living. The figures were released by the Ministry of
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Finance in its annual macroeconomic performance and

outlook report.

In 2022, the average monthly household expenditure

was BTN 52,811 (USD 634), while the average income

stood at BTN 33,845 (USD 406), indicating a significant

gap between income and expenses. Although

household income is projected to rise by 10.41 percent

annually from 2023, concerns remain about the

sustainability of consumption trends.

The growth in income has been bolstered by an 85

percent increase in national wage rates and salary

hikes in the civil service and state-owned enterprises in

2023. However, the finance ministry cautioned that

without matching productivity gains, these income

boosts could lead to inflation or broader economic

imbalances.

Rural households—largely dependent on agriculture—

are projected to benefit less from income gains

compared to urban counterparts, where employment

is shifting toward higher-paying sectors such as

services and industry. Agricultural jobs have already

declined by 11.55 percent, according to labor market

trends.

While household debt declined in 2023 due to

increased income levels, the ministry warns that

borrowing could rise again, potentially outpacing

earnings and placing a financial burden on families. As

of the latest data, about 42 percent of Bhutanese

households have taken loans. Among these, 35.9

percent of loans come from deposit-taking financial

institutions.

Urban households have greater access to financial

services, including pension funds and insurance

companies, while rural areas rely more heavily on

specialized lending, such as microfinance (0.71

percent) and cottage and small industry loans (2.24

percent). [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Haa donates USD 18,000 to

Bhutan Health Trust Fund

(lm) The people of Haa district have donated BTN 1.51

million (USD 18,000) to the Bhutan Health Trust Fund

(BHTF), marking one of the largest single contributions

in recent years. The donation was raised through the

“Move for Health” initiative—a 12-kilometer walk held

on February 15—which brought together government

agencies, schools, businesses, and community
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members to promote physical fitness and support the

country’s free healthcare system. [Kuensel]

The BHTF was established under the vision of the

Fourth Druk Gyalpo, King Jigme Singye Wangchuck,

who is widely respected for initiating Bhutan’s

development philosophy of Gross National Happiness

and laying the foundation for modern social welfare

systems. The fund plays a key role in ensuring the

sustainable supply of essential medicines and vaccines.

As international aid declines and medical costs rise,

local contributions have become increasingly

important.

Bhutan: 3G phase-out begins as country

advances toward 4G and 5G networks

(lm) Bhutan Telecom (BT) has begun phasing out its 3G

network to improve mobile service quality and

accelerate the country’s transition to 4G and 5G

technologies. According to the Bhutan Information and

Media Authority (BICMA), around 58,000 users with 3G-

only SIM cards have been asked to upgrade to 4G.

BICMA cited the growing obsolescence of 3G as a key

reason for the shift. With global manufacturers

discontinuing 3G-compatible equipment and new

phones lacking 3G support, continuing the service has

become untenable. Reallocating 3G spectrum to newer

technologies will help optimize Bhutan’s limited

frequency resources.

Bhutan’s transition mirrors global trends. Countries

such as Australia have already phased out 3G, and the

United Kingdom has announced plans to retire 2G and

3G by 2033. Bhutan’s move toward 4G and 5G is

expected to boost digital inclusion, support innovation,

and prepare the nation for future technological

development. [Kuensel]

India: Supreme Court confirms cash found

during fire at Delhi High Court judge's

residence, orders probe

(lm) The Supreme Court has confirmed the discovery of

cash at the official residence of Delhi High Court judge

Justice Yashwant Varma during a fire incident on March

14 and has released video footage showing plastic

bags containing partially burnt currency notes. The

incident was initially reported by first responders,

though the Delhi Fire Service maintained that the blaze
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involved only “stationery and domestic articles.” Justice

Varma, in his response, denied that any currency was

found in the part of the residence actively used by his

family. [The Indian Express 1]

Chief Justice of India (CJI) Sanjiv Khanna has constituted

a three-member inquiry committee to investigate the

allegations. The committee includes Chief Justices

Sheel Nagu (Punjab & Haryana High Court), G.S.

Sandhawalia (Himachal Pradesh High Court), and

Justice Anu Sivaraman (Karnataka High Court). Pending

the outcome of the inquiry, Justice Varma has been

relieved of judicial duties. [The Indian Express 2]

The Delhi High Court has formally requested Delhi

Police to provide call detail records (CDRs), internet

protocol detail records (IPDRs), and a six-month

deployment list of police and CRPF personnel assigned

to Justice Varma’s residence. An internal memo from

the Delhi Police security division has initiated the

collection of this data, and the New Delhi district police

have also been tasked with documenting the sequence

of events following the fire call on March 14. [The

Indian Express 3]

The Supreme Court Collegium had, just before the

release of the inquiry report, recommended Justice

Varma’s transfer to his parent court, the Allahabad

High Court, where he would rank ninth in seniority.

The Court clarified that the transfer decision was

“independent and separate” from the internal inquiry.

The Collegium reportedly acted after viewing video

footage of the incident.

Justice Varma, currently the second-most senior judge

at the Delhi High Court and a member of its Collegium,

was initially appointed to the Allahabad High Court in

2014 and became a permanent judge in 2016 before

transferring to Delhi in 2021.

India: RSS leader warns of ‘invader

mindset’, opposes religion-based quotas,

defends Hindu civilizational identity

(lm) At the conclusion of the three-day meeting of the

Akhil Bharatiya Pratinidhi Sabha—the highest decision-

making body of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh

(RSS), a Hindu nationalist organization—RSS general

secretary Dattatreya Hosabale warned that the

persistence of an “invader mindset” poses a threat to

India’s cultural ethos.

Citing Mughal emperor Aurangzeb as being against

Indian traditions, he praised Aurangzeb’s brother Dara
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Shikoh for upholding Indian values and traditions. He

said freedom fighters like Rana Pratap, who resisted

Mughal rule, should be considered part of a broader

historical freedom struggle alongside those who fought

against British colonialism.

Hosabale argued that identifying as Hindu in India

should be a source of pride, describing Hinduism not

just as a religion but as a nationalist and civilizational

identity. He claimed that a confident and unified Hindu

society is emerging, although he acknowledged that

social issues like caste discrimination and gender

inequality remain challenges. He emphasized that RSS

activities, such as its daily shakhas (training and

community gatherings), aim to eliminate caste-based

thinking.

On domestic policy, Hosabale criticized the Indian

National Congress-led Karnataka government’s

decision to introduce a 4 percent religion-based quota

for Muslims in government contracts, asserting that

the Indian Constitution, as authored by B.R. Ambedkar,

does not allow reservation based on religion. He cited

previous judicial decisions that struck down similar

measures in Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra.

Regarding the proposed Waqf Bill, he said the

government’s current direction was a step forward,

although the final outcome in Parliament remains to

be seen. [The Indian Express]

India: Boycott of Nitish Kumar’s Iftaar

over Waqf Bill exposes divisions

(lm) Amid growing discontent over the proposed Waqf

(Amendment) Bill, the Imarat-e-Shariah, a prominent

Islamic organization in Bihar, announced a boycott of

Bihar Chief Minister Nitish Kumar’s official Iftaar on

March 23. The group, backed by six other Muslim

organizations, accused Kumar of supporting a Bill that

would worsen the economic and educational

marginalization of Muslims. The boycott was described

as a symbolic protest, echoing a broader wave of

frustration with the National Democratic Alliance (NDA)

government’s handling of waqf-related matters.

Despite the boycott call, several Muslim leaders,

including some members of the Imarat-e-Shariah, still

attended the Iftaar, underlining internal divisions on

the issue. The Janata Dal (United), Kumar’s party,

dismissed the boycott as “uncalled for.” [The Indian

Express 1]
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Waqf refers to a charitable endowment under Islamic

law, involving property donated for religious or social

welfare purposes, such as mosques, schools, or public

services. The Waqf (Amendment) Bill seeks to overhaul

the governance of these endowments. Critics argue

that it would centralize control under state officials,

abolish practices like waqf-by-user recognized by

courts, and undermine the community’s right to self-

administer religious affairs.

The Congress strongly criticized the Bill, calling it an

“assault on the Constitution.” Party spokesperson

Jairam Ramesh argued that the Bill grants excessive

powers to state officials, weakens community-led waqf

institutions, and could lead to arbitrary de-recognition

of waqf properties. The party also alleged the Bill was

rushed through Parliament without adequate debate

and claimed it was part of the BJP’s broader attempt to

polarize society for electoral gain. [The Indian Express

2]

Nonetheless, Congress leaders in Bihar, including

legislature party leader Shakil Ahmed Khan, distanced

themselves from the Iftaar boycott. They emphasized

that while they oppose the Bill “in its present form,”

decisions on attending religious or cultural events

should be left to individuals, warning against conflating

“politics with festivities.” Similar sentiments were

echoed by RJD figures and Pasmanda Muslim leaders,

who criticized the Bill but urged against politicizing

communal gatherings like Iftaars.

Meanwhile, AIMIM, led by Asaduddin Owaisi, fully

backed the boycott, accusing the NDA of ignoring

community input during the Bill’s drafting. Jamiat

Ulema-e-Hind also announced it would boycott Iftaars

and Eid events hosted by NDA leaders, including

Kumar, Chirag Paswan, and Andhra Pradesh Chief

Minister Chandrababu Naidu. [The Indian Express 3]

India: Supreme Court to hear contempt

plea over demolition linked to alleged

anti-India sloganeering by minor

(lm) The Supreme Court of India was set to hear a

contempt petition on March 25 filed by Kitabulla

Hamidulla Khan, a resident of Malvan, Maharashtra,

whose house and scrap shop were demolished after

his 14-year-old son was accused of chanting “anti-

India” slogans during the India-Pakistan cricket match

on February 23. Khan alleges the demolition was

politically motivated, carried out without prior notice,

and violated the Supreme Court's November 2024
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ruling against extrajudicial demolitions, often referred

to as "bulldozer justice."

Khan disputes the police’s version, claiming his son

was assaulted by two men near a liquor shop while

returning from a mosque. According to the petition, a

mob later attacked the family that night. Following a

complaint by a man, Khan and his wife were arrested

on February 24 and released on bail the next day.

The petition also cites a letter by local MLA Nilesh Rane

urging civic officials to take action, after which the

family's tin-roofed home and scrap business were

demolished on February 24. Khan claims that other

nearby structures remained untouched and that the

demolition led to looting and financial losses of

approximately INR 1.5 million (USD 18,000). He is

seeking compensation and legal accountability for the

civic action. [The Indian Express]

India: Senior opposition lawmaker admits

misjudging government’s neutral stance

on Russia-Ukraine war

(wyn) Opposition Indian National Congress Member of

Parliament Shashi Tharoor acknowledged at the 2025

Raisina Dialogue that he had been mistaken in

criticizing India’s neutral position during the early

stages of the Russia-Ukraine war in 2022. Tharoor, who

initially urged India to denounce Russia’s invasion on

grounds of violating the United Nations Charter and

Ukraine’s sovereignty, admitted he was “still wiping the

egg off his face” — a phrase meaning he feels

embarrassed for having misjudged the situation.

His admission is particularly notable given Tharoor’s

background as a former Minister of State for External

Affairs and a former Under-Secretary-General of the

United Nations. A prominent voice in Indian foreign

policy circles, Tharoor had earlier been vocal in

demanding a more values-based diplomatic response.

His reversal underscores the growing recognition of

the strategic utility of India’s balanced diplomacy,

which has allowed Prime Minister Narendra Modi to

maintain relationships with both Moscow and Kyiv.

Tharoor observed that Modi is now uniquely

positioned to engage with both Russia and Ukraine

without hostility, and India could play a meaningful

role in facilitating a future peace process. He also

floated the possibility of India contributing

peacekeepers if a negotiated settlement is reached,

especially since Russia has indicated it would reject

NATO-country forces. [The Indian Express]
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India: Upper House chairman calls for

national debate on freebies and perks

(wyn) Rajya Sabha Chairman and Vice President

Jagdeep Dhankhar has called for a comprehensive

national debate on the issue of government subsidies

and electoral freebies, stating there is an “urgent need

for a national policy” to ensure public investments are

utilized efficiently for the greater good. His remarks

came during a discussion in Parliament following a

proposal from Samajwadi Party MP Ram Gopal Yadav

to raise the Members of Parliament Local Area

Development Scheme (MPLAD) fund allocation from

INR 50 million (USD 600,000) to INR 200 million (USD

2.4 million) annually.

Dhankhar criticized the use of subsidies and freebies

as “appeasement” tactics in elections, warning that

they often leave governments financially constrained

post-election. He emphasized the need for structured

investment and committed to discussing the matter

with both the government and the Opposition.

He also highlighted the uneven distribution of perks

and pensions between Members of Parliament (MPs)

and Members of Legislative Assemblies (MLAs), noting

some state legislatures offer benefits that far exceed

those available to MPs. He suggested legislative

measures to ensure uniformity and better quality of

public expenditure.

Addressing the issue of subsidies, Dhankhar advocated

for direct benefit transfers (DBTs), particularly in the

agricultural sector, drawing comparisons with the

United States where subsidies are direct and

transparent, leading to higher average farm incomes.

[The Indian Express]

India: Jammu & Kashmir forms House

panel to investigate alleged Jal Jeevan

Mission irregularities

(lm) The Jammu & Kashmir Assembly Speaker Abdul

Rahim Rather has announced the formation of a

House Committee to investigate alleged irregularities

in the implementation of the Jal Jeevan Mission (JJM),

following demands from both ruling and opposition

members during a budget grant discussion on March

22.
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The Jal Jeevan Mission is a flagship initiative launched

by the central government in 2019 to provide piped

drinking water to every rural household in India by

2024, ensuring safe and adequate water access as a

basic service.

Lawmakers raised serious concerns about misuse of

funds and incomplete infrastructure. National

Conference (NC) legislator Mir Saifullah alleged that

nearly INR 6.5 billion (USD 78.5 million) worth of

irregularities occurred in Kupwara district alone,

claiming that aside from one or two water supply

projects, most remain unfinished. Bharatiya Janata

Party (BJP) MLA Chander Prakash Ganga added that

officials appeared to select schemes based on

potential monetary gain rather than feasibility.

Responding to the allegations, Jal Shakti Minister Javed

Rana said the Union Territory has received only 50

percent of the allocated funds under the JJM so far,

and that approximately INR 30 billion (USD 361 million)

had already been spent on procuring materials such as

water pipes. [The Indian Express]

India: Lalu Prasad Yadav grilled by ED in

land-for-jobs case

(wyn) Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) chief Lalu Prasad Yadav

appeared before the Enforcement Directorate (ED) in

Patna on March 20 for questioning in connection with

the alleged land-for-jobs money laundering case.

The RJD is a regional political party based in Bihar,

traditionally representing lower-caste and minority

communities. It was founded by Yadav in 1997 and has

played a key role in state and national politics, often

opposing the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The case

centers on Lalu’s tenure as Railway Minister during the

first United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government,

when he allegedly facilitated jobs in exchange for land

transferred to his family or associates.

The investigation has also involved Lalu’s wife Rabri

Devi and son Tej Pratap Yadav, both of whom were

questioned earlier. The family’s youngest political

scion, Tejashwi Prasad Yadav—currently the Leader of

Opposition in Bihar—criticized the probe as politically

motivated. Speaking to the press, Tejashwi alleged that

the ruling BJP was misusing central agencies such as

the ED, Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI), and the

Income Tax Department to target political adversaries.

Meanwhile, the BJP has defended the investigation,

with officials claiming that Lalu is "reaping what he has
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sown," referring to his earlier conviction in the fodder

scam. [The New Indian Express] [Hindustan Times]

India: Rupee rebounds on strong dollar

inflows, wipes out 2025 losses

(wyn) The Indian rupee surged on March 24, recovering

all of its losses for the year as it strengthened due to

sustained dollar sales from foreign banks. The rupee

reached a high of 85.50, ending the day at 85.6350

against the U.S. dollar, marking a 0.4 percent daily

gain. This gain came after a nine-day streak of

strengthening, driven by dollar inflows related to inter-

company borrowings and repatriation of corporate

profits typical at the end of India's financial year.

In March, India saw inflows of about USD 3 billion into

bonds, and foreign investments in Indian stocks also

contributed to the currency's rise. The rupee's rebound

has been a surprise to many, including exporters who

responded with dollar sales, further propelling the

currency's momentum. Despite this, analysts suggest

that the rupee's gains could be limited, with resistance

expected around 85.15-85.20 due to potential dollar

purchases by importers.

The rupee's recovery outpaced other major Asian

currencies, rising 2.1 percent in March. However, some

analysts caution that the rally may be underestimating

the potential impact of reciprocal U.S. tariffs, set to

take effect on April 2. [Reuters]

India: Business growth slows in March

amid weaker services demand

(wyn) India's business growth decelerated in March,

driven by a slowdown in the services sector, despite

continued expansion in manufacturing. According to

the flash India Composite Purchasing Managers' Index

(PMI) compiled by S&P Global, the index fell to 58.6 in

March from 58.8 in February, slightly below analysts'

expectations of 59.0. The manufacturing PMI improved

to 57.6 from 56.3, marking over three years of

sustained growth. However, the services sector's PMI

dropped to 57.7 from 59.0, contributing to the overall

decline.

Manufacturers saw an increase in new orders and

output, signaling stronger operating conditions. Yet,

services faced a slowdown, particularly in new

business, as demand weakened. Additionally,
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international demand for both manufacturing and

services slowed, marking the weakest expansion in

three months, partly attributed to tariff changes under

U.S. President Donald Trump's administration.

Looking ahead, business sentiment for future activity

dipped to a seven-month low, leading to slower hiring.

Input costs for manufacturers rose at a faster pace,

contributing to a margin squeeze, although businesses

refrained from passing these costs onto customers,

resulting in the weakest rise in prices since February

2022. Despite this, India's consumer inflation fell below

the Reserve Bank of India's 4 percent target in

February, raising expectations for another rate cut in

the near future. [Reuters]

India: ED raids George Soros-linked

entities in Bengaluru over alleged foreign

funding violations

(rt) The Enforcement Directorate (ED), India’s financial

crime investigation agency responsible for enforcing

economic laws such as the Foreign Exchange

Management Act (FEMA), has launched extensive raids

on offices linked to U.S. billionaire George Soros in

Bengaluru. The raids targeted the Open Society

Foundations (OSF), Soros Economic Development Fund

(SEDF), and related entities over alleged FEMA

violations.

Authorities claim OSF, which was placed under the

“Prior Reference Category” (PRC) by the Ministry of

Home Affairs in 2016, used Indian subsidiaries to

circumvent restrictions requiring government approval

for sending funds to FCRA-registered NGOs.

Investigators allege OSF funneled an estimated INR 3

billion (USD 34.75 million) into India disguised as

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) and consultancy fees,

which were then misused by NGOs—actions

considered contraventions of FEMA.

SEDF, OSF’s social impact investment arm, has invested

more than USD 90 million in India since 2008, mainly

through early-stage ventures like Bengaluru-based

Aspada Investments. SEDF claims its focus is on

supporting smallholder farmers, entrepreneurs, and

expanding access to healthcare, education, and

finance.

The raids have reignited political controversy. The

ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has long accused

Soros of seeking to destabilize India, linking his

support for civil society groups to criticism of Prime

Minister Narendra Modi and the Adani Group. In a
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2023 speech before the Munich Security Conference,

Soros suggested that corporate scandals involving the

Adani Group could "open the door to a democratic

revival" in India, while characterizing Modi as "not a

democrat." These comments were met with sharp

condemnation by the Indian government. [Economic

Times] [Times of India] [Indian Express] [Hindustan

Times]

India: Antitrust raids target top global

media firms in ad price-fixing probe

(wyn) India’s Competition Commission (CCI) launched

its most aggressive enforcement action yet against the

advertising industry, conducting multi-location raids on

major global media agencies—GroupM, Publicis,

Dentsu, and Interpublic—as well as the Indian

Broadcasting and Digital Foundation (IBDF), over

allegations of price-fixing and collusion on advertising

rates and discounts. The raids began early on March

19 and continued through the night into March 20,

with officials reportedly cloning mobile phone data and

preventing some executives from leaving the premises.

The investigation is tied to suspected collusion

between the Advertising Agencies Association of India

(AAAI) and the IBDF, which represents broadcasters

such as Reliance-Disney, Sony, and Zee. According to

sources, the raids were triggered by submissions

under the CCI’s leniency scheme, which allows reduced

penalties for whistleblowers. Japan’s Dentsu is believed

to have been the first to provide evidence under this

scheme in early 2024.

The inquiry comes amid major shifts in India’s

advertising landscape following the USD 8.5 billion

merger between Walt Disney and Reliance’s Indian

media assets, giving the joint venture an estimated 40

percent share of the country’s TV and streaming ad

market. India, the world’s eighth-largest advertising

market, saw revenues of USD 18.5 billion in 2024 and is

projected to grow by 9.4 percent in 2025.

If found guilty, the implicated firms could face

penalties of up to three times their annual profits or 10

percent of their turnover for each year of wrongdoing.

The CCI has not commented publicly, and the case is

expected to take several months before any resolution.

[Reuters 1] [Reuters 2]
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India: Markets regulator to review conflict

of interest provisions

(wyn) The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI)

announced on March 24, 2025, that it will set up a

committee to review provisions related to members'

conflicts of interest. This decision comes under the

leadership of new SEBI Chairman Tuhin Kanta Pandey,

following scrutiny faced by the previous SEBI chief,

Madhabi Puri Buch, due to allegations of conflict of

interest during investigations into the Adani group,

which were denied by both Buch and the Adani group.

Pandey highlighted that the conflict of interest

regulations, which were introduced 17 years ago, are

due for an update and emphasized the need for higher

disclosures from SEBI members. In addition to this,

SEBI approved a proposal to double the assets under

management (AUM) threshold to INR 500 billion (USD

5.84 billion) for foreign portfolio investors, requiring

detailed disclosures including the names of all

stakeholders. Foreign investors with 50 percent or

more of their AUM in a single corporate group will also

continue to provide detailed ownership disclosures.

Furthermore, SEBI introduced stricter rules for top

positions at market institutions such as stock markets,

clearing firms, and depositories. The appointment, re-

appointment, or termination of key roles like

compliance officer and chief risk officer will now

require approval from the governing body of these

institutions, replacing the previous approval process

through the nomination and remuneration committee.

Additionally, a cooling-off period may be enforced for

key posts before individuals can join a competing

market infrastructure institution (MII). [Reuters]

India: IndusInd Bank hires Grant Thornton

for fraud investigation amid accounting

lapses

(wyn) India's IndusInd Bank has appointed Grant

Thornton to conduct a forensic review of accounting

discrepancies revealed earlier this month. The review

will focus on identifying any potential fraud or internal

misstatements related to overvalued derivatives, which

were found to be inflated by approximately 2.35

percent (around USD 175 million). The issue, which

contravened Reserve Bank of India (RBI) rules, has led

to a 23.4 percent drop in the bank's shares since the

disclosure on March 10.
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IndusInd, India's fifth-largest private lender, had

previously announced the appointment of an

unnamed firm to investigate the problem but did not

specify whether the review would extend to potential

fraudulent transactions. According to sources, Grant

Thornton’s review will include an investigation into

whether there were intentional misstatements in the

bank's internal accounting and will hold individuals

accountable for any lapses.

While the RBI has stated that IndusInd remains well-

capitalized, the regulator had reportedly suggested

that the CEO and his deputy step down due to the

severity of the accounting issues, although the bank

denied these claims. Both IndusInd and Grant

Thornton declined to comment on the matter.

[Reuters]

India: Wikimedia challenges content

takedown order, cites threat to free

speech

(wyn) The Wikimedia Foundation, which operates

Wikipedia, has petitioned India's Supreme Court to

overturn an order directing it to remove a page related

to an ongoing legal dispute with Indian news agency

ANI. Wikimedia argues that the takedown order, issued

by the Delhi High Court in October 2024, poses a

"chilling effect on free speech" and restricts public

access to knowledge, especially regarding court

proceedings.

The dispute stems from ANI's defamation suit, in which

it objected to being described on Wikipedia as facing

criticism for acting as a “propaganda tool” for the

government. ANI claims edits reflecting its version

were removed, prompting it to seek court intervention.

Though that case remains pending, the Delhi High

Court had also ordered removal of a separate

Wikipedia page discussing the legal proceedings, citing

interference with the judiciary.

Wikimedia filed its challenge in January, and the

Supreme Court held its first hearing on March 18,

noting the case raises broader concerns about media

freedom. A response from ANI has been requested

before the next hearing scheduled for April 4.

Wikimedia’s move marks the second high-profile

pushback by a tech platform in India against content

takedown orders. The first came from X (formerly

Twitter), which is contesting government orders to

block posts related to the 2021 farmer protests.

[Reuters]
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India: Musk's X sues Indian government

over content censorship

(rt) Elon Musk's social media platform, X (formerly

Twitter), has filed a lawsuit against the Indian

government, alleging that India's Ministry of Electronics

and Information Technology (MeitY) has unlawfully

expanded its powers to censor online content. The

case, filed in the Karnataka High Court on March 5,

challenges the new mechanism under which content

removal orders can be issued without judicial review. X

claims that the introduction of the "Sahyog" portal by

the Indian Ministry of Home Affairs for content

blocking bypasses the legal safeguards that were

previously in place, allowing unrestrained censorship.

The lawsuit escalates the ongoing legal dispute

between X and the Indian government, which has

historically clashed over content regulation,

particularly during events like the farmers' protests in

2021. X argues that the new rules grant government

departments the power to remove content without

judicial oversight, creating a "parallel mechanism" for

censorship.

This legal battle comes as Musk seeks to expand his

business interests in India, including launching Starlink

and Tesla. Musk’s social media platform also faced

recent controversies in India over its AI chatbot, Grok,

which generated politically sensitive and critical

content. Despite these challenges, experts suggest that

Musk’s significant business interests in India, including

agreements with telecom giants like Jio and Bharti

Airtel for Starlink, may insulate him from potential

diplomatic fallout with the Indian government.

[Deutsche Welle] [Al Jazeera]

India: Women still a minority in higher

judiciary

(rt) Data from the Centre for Law and Policy Research

(CLPR) highlights that the underrepresentation of

women in India’s higher judiciary continues to be a

significant issue. Women make up only 14.27 percent

of high court judges and just 6 percent of Supreme

Court judges. Additionally, the number of women

judges from marginalized backgrounds, including

dalits, adivasis, religious minorities, first-generation

lawyers, and those from socio-economically

disadvantaged backgrounds, remains minimal.
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CLPR noted that systemic barriers, such as opaque

judicial appointment processes, gender bias, and

insufficient institutional support, persist, hindering

women’s access to leadership roles within the

judiciary. During a panel discussion hosted by CLPR,

legal journalist Apurva Vishwanath emphasized the

media’s crucial role in addressing the gender gap in the

judiciary, advocating for improved representation and

treatment of women in the legal system. [Deccan

Herald]

India: Government draws nearly USD 19

billion in investments under production-

linked incentive scheme

(rt) India’s Trade Ministry has announced that its

flagship production-linked incentive (PLI) scheme has

attracted close to USD 19 billion in investments as of

November 2024. This figure falls short of expectations,

prompting the government to let the USD 23 billion

incentive program lapse, citing underwhelming results.

Despite the shortfall in investment, private firms under

the scheme have produced goods worth nearly USD

163 billion—about 90 percent of the target set for the

fiscal year 2024–25. However, the government has paid

out less than USD 1.7 billion in incentives to these

firms.

The Trade Ministry confirmed that the PLI scheme will

not be expanded beyond the existing fourteen pilot

sectors, and production deadlines will not be

extended, despite appeals from some participating

companies. [CNBC]

India: Parliamentary panel urges tariff

cuts on raw materials to support local

manufacturing

(wyn) An Indian parliamentary committee has

recommended reducing import tariffs on raw materials

to strengthen domestic manufacturing. The committee

emphasized the need to align duties on raw materials

with those on finished goods to create a level playing

field for Indian producers amid rising competition from

imports.

The panel highlighted concerns over “inverted duty

structures,” where tariffs on inputs exceed those on

finished products, discouraging local production. It
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called for a comprehensive review of existing free

trade agreements to address these imbalances.

The recommendation comes ahead of trade talks with

the United States, which has pushed for lower tariffs,

and aligns with India’s broader trade objectives

involving the European Union, New Zealand, and the

United Kingdom. The move is intended to lower

production costs and boost competitiveness in both

domestic and global markets. [Reuters]

India: Government to scrap 20 percent

onion export duty by April 1

(rt) The Indian government has announced that the 20

percent export duty on onions will be withdrawn

starting April 1, aiming to support farmers amid falling

prices. The move follows concerns raised by traders

over India losing its share in the global onion market,

as domestic modal prices dropped from INR 2,270

(USD 26.40) to INR 1,420 (USD 16.50) per 100 kilograms

in the past three weeks.

The decision was communicated via a notification from

the Department of Revenue, based on

recommendations from the Department of Consumer

Affairs. The Department noted that although current

wholesale prices remain higher than in the same

period last year, there has been a 39 percent decline in

the all-India weighted average modal price. Similarly,

retail prices across India have decreased by 10 percent

over the past month. [The Hindu] [Times of India]

India: Fresh clashes erupt in Manipur

after peace deal, one dead

(lm) In Manipur's Churachandpur district, fresh

violence broke out between the Hmar and Zomi

communities just hours after their apex bodies signed

a peace agreement. The clashes, which erupted on

March 18, 2025, following opposition by the Hmars to

the Zomi community hoisting their flag, resulted in the

death of a 53-year-old man, Lalropui Pakhumate. The

violence led to a shutdown call on March 19.

The Hmar and Zomi communities are both part of the

Kuki-Zo tribal group, which is one of the major

indigenous groups in Manipur, located primarily in the

hills of the state. These communities have historically

had distinct identities but share cultural and social ties.

The ethnic violence in the region has been driven by
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longstanding grievances among different tribal groups,

particularly related to political and territorial issues.

The latest unrest follows a peace settlement reached

on March 17 between the Hmar Inpui and the Zomi

Council after an assault on a Hmar leader triggered

hostilities. However, the situation escalated when the

Zomi Students’ Federation declared an indefinite

emergency shutdown in Churachandpur due to the

volatile environment.

Authorities imposed curbs under Section 163 of the

Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, and several Kuki-

Zo MLAs and organizations, including the Kuki Inpi and

Zomi Mothers’ Association, have called for peace,

condemning violence and hate speech. Security forces

have conducted flag marches to restore order.

Meanwhile, the local hospital in Churachandpur was

also affected by the unrest. A mob intimidated staff,

forcing the cancellation of surgeries and disrupting

medical services.

Despite the agreement signed by the two communities

to resolve the assault issue through tribal customary

laws, the violence continues. The ethnic conflict, which

began between the Meitei and Kuki-Zo communities in

May 2023, has claimed over 250 lives and displaced

60,000 people. President's Rule was imposed in the

state following political turmoil in February 2025. [The

Indian Express] [The Hindu]

India: NIA conducts raids in Jammu and

Kashmir over cases of cross-border

infiltration

(rt) The National Investigation Agency (NIA) has

conducted searches at twelve sites in Jammu and

Kashmir regarding investigations in cross-border

terrorist infiltration. The operations commenced with

coordinated efforts between police and security forces,

following specific intelligence inputs. The operation

targets locations associated with over ground workers

(OGWs) and hybrid terrorist, and also examined

premises linked to supporters and members of these

organizations. These locations consist of premises in

the villages of the Jammu region, providing logistical

support, food, shelter, and money to terrorists.

The searches were also initiated following directives

from Ministry of Home Affairs, after receiving

intelligence about Pakistani territories groups Lashkar-

e-Taiba and Jaish-e-Mohammed operatives entering
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Indian Territory via the International Border and Line

of Control. [Times of India] [ANI News] [Indian Express]

India: Operations underway to flush out

militants in Kathua forests

(rt) A major anti-militancy operation was launched on

March 23 after a group of militants were engaged in a

fight in a forest area of Jammu’s Kathua district. The

operation consists of a joint team from the Special

Operations Group of Jammu and Kashmir Police, the

Army and the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF).

Security forces received a tip-off about the movement

of militants at Sanyal village, close to the Indo-Pakistan

border of Kathua district’s Hiranagar. A fierce gunfight

began after security forces intercepted a heavily armed

group of terrorists in a densely forested area, which a

seven-year-old girl has also been reported injured by

the fight.

Reinforcements were also swiftly dispatched to aid in

the operation as a manhunt was launched to

apprehend the terrorists. They are believed to have

infiltrated into the forest via the ravine route or

through a newly created tunnel. There is also heavy

deployment of security personnel in border villages in

Hiranagar in view of the encounter in the forest area.

[The Hindu] [Indian Express] [India Today] [The Print]

[Business Standard]

India: Army brigadier accused of

assaulting soldiers to be replaced amid

inquiry

(lm) A brigadier stationed in Poonch, Jammu and

Kashmir, is set to be replaced following allegations that

he physically assaulted several soldiers assigned to his

official residence. The Indian Army has informed him

that his replacement will assume command of the

sector headquarters on April 2. The move comes amid

an ongoing inquiry into the March 1 incident, in which

the brigadier allegedly slapped, punched, and abused

his cook and other staff members. It was further

alleged that a havildar asked to discipline the staff was

also beaten up during the episode.

The Army has not yet issued an official statement on

the brigadier’s replacement, but had previously said

the inquiry would be fair, transparent, and swift.
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In a new development, the brigadier’s wife told The

Indian Express that the brigadier's actions were in

response to the cook allegedly molesting her in the

kitchen. She said her statement was recorded via video

conferencing by the Court of Inquiry, and she had

approached the Central Army Wives Welfare

Association for justice. She also noted that she had

joined her husband at the non-family post on February

23 due to her medical condition following a leg fracture

and spinal surgery.

The soldiers allegedly assaulted were drawn from

different Rashtriya Rifles units and were assigned to

maintain the brigade commander’s official residence.

[The Indian Express]

Maldives: Suspended Supreme Court

judges challenge unclear allegations amid

multiple JSC and ACC probes

(lm) Supreme Court judges Dr. Azmiralda Zahir and

Mahaz Ali Zahir, both currently suspended, are under

investigation by the Judicial Service Commission (JSC)

and the Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) in two high-

profile disciplinary cases. The judges and their lawyers

argue that the grounds for the allegations remain

vague and legally unsound.

One case centers on an October 2022 incident where

former Supreme Court judge Husnu Suood allegedly

spoke in a demeaning manner to the High Court

Assistant Registrar during a visit to the Supreme Court.

Judges Azmiralda and Mahaz were present but not

directly involved. Despite Suood's subsequent

resignation, the JSC decided to pursue disciplinary

proceedings against the two remaining judges,

concluding they shared responsibility for the situation.

[the edition]

However, both judges' legal representatives state that

the JSC has failed to clarify what exact misconduct

occurred. Judge Mahaz’s lawyer said that the questions

asked during the hearing were unrelated to the alleged

verbal abuse, and Judge Azmiralda’s lawyer contended

that she was not informed of any specific code of

conduct violation. [the edition]

A second, separate investigation relates to claims that

the two judges attempted to influence a Criminal Court

judge to release Judge Azmiralda’s husband, Dr. Ismail

Latheef. This case was filed by a private individual and

is being jointly investigated by the JSC and the ACC. The

ACC’s involvement led to the suspension of Judges

Azmiralda, Mahaz, and Suood on February 26.
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However, Azmiralda has denied the allegations, and

her lawyer has submitted that no Criminal Court judge

has accused her of undue influence. All judges

questioned confirmed that no such contact had

occurred. [the edition] [the edition]

Further complicating matters, Judge Azmiralda is also

being investigated for issuing press releases defending

herself. The JSC argues this violated the Judiciary Act,

which prohibits judges from publicly responding to

claims about active cases. Azmiralda denies breaching

any ethical rules and maintains that the JSC's refusal to

allow her legal team to address procedural issues is

itself a violation of due process. [the edition]

In response to these events, Judge Azmiralda has filed

a complaint against ACC President Adam Shaamil,

accusing him of fabricating information and abusing

his position in connection with her suspension. She

also raised concerns about the improper processing of

official ACC communications and claimed that the case

against her lacks formal notification and legal basis.

[the edition]

The controversy erupted as Parliament passed an

amendment reducing the number of Supreme Court

justices from seven to five. The three suspended

judges were removed from duty on the same day the

court was scheduled to hear a politically sensitive case

concerning lawmakers losing their seats if expelled

from their party. The timing of their suspension has

raised further questions about the independence of

the judiciary. Complaints about the JSC’s handling of

the matter have been filed with the UN Special

Rapporteur on the Independence of Judges and

Lawyers, the EU, and the Commonwealth.

Maldives: Shaheed appointed to Supreme

Court; JSC opens applications for High

Court leadership roles

(lm) The Judicial Service Commission (JSC) has opened

applications for the position of Chief Judge at the High

Court following the appointment of former Chief Judge

Hussain Shaheed to the Supreme Court. Judge

Mohamed Faisal is currently serving in the role in an

acting capacity, while the new Chief Judge will be

selected from among the ten current High Court

judges. [the edition 1]

Hussain Shaheed's appointment to the Supreme Court

was confirmed after unanimous parliamentary

approval, following a nomination by President Dr.

Mohamed Muizzu. The JSC had shortlisted three
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candidates—Shaheed, former Deputy Prosecutor

General Mariyam Nihayath, and lawyer Rusdhullah

Ibrahim—and recommended Shaheed based on

interviews and evaluations. Parliament’s Judiciary

Committee approved the nomination without further

review, citing Shaheed’s prior assessment by the JSC.

The full Parliament voted 64–0 in favor of his

appointment. [the edition 2] [the edition 3]

His appointment comes at a time of reshuffling in the

judiciary, with ongoing investigations into Supreme

Court judges Dr. Azmiralda Zahir and Mahaz Ali Zahir,

who remain suspended amid separate disciplinary

proceedings. With Shaheed’s elevation, the Supreme

Court bench now includes Chief Justice Ahmed

Muthasim Adnan, Aisha Shujune Mohamed, Ali

Rasheed Hussain, Mohamed Ibrahim, and the two

suspended judges.

Maldives: Immigration chief dismissed

and arrested amid bribery and abuse of

power probe

(lm) Mohamed Shamaan Waheed, the former

Controller General of Immigration, was arrested and

remanded for 15 days in connection with a bribery

investigation involving expatriate detainees. He was

dismissed from his position on March 21, following

allegations that Immigration staff had searched an

expatriate's residence, detained several individuals,

and seized large sums of money. Among the money,

MVR 530,000 (USD 34,450) was found at Shamaan's

residence during a police search. [the edition 1] [the

edition 2] [the edition 3] [the edition 4] [the edition 5]

The investigation, which was triggered by reports of

Immigration staff exploiting foreign workers, revealed

that officers from units outside the designated Task

Force and Risk Management sections had engaged in

illegal activities. These officers allegedly detained

expatriates, seized large sums of money, and then

facilitated the release of one detainee on Shamaan's

orders. The money was later transported to his

residence. [the edition 6]

After Shamaan’s arrest, three additional Immigration

officers were apprehended in relation to the case, with

two remanded for 10 days and one for 3 days.

Recently, a fourth arrest was made, and five others

were stopped and had electronic devices seized. [the

edition 7] [the edition 8]

Shamaan, who was appointed in November 2023

under the current administration, had previously been
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dismissed under the former government for political

reasons but was reinstated by tribunal order in 2022.

Following his dismissal, the government appointed

former Police Commissioner Ahmed Faseeh as the new

Controller General of Immigration. [the edition 9]

Maldives: Government reinstates monthly

allowances for families of November 3

martyrs, decorated soldiers

(sl) The Maldivian government has reinstated and

increased monthly allowances for the families of

soldiers killed in the November 3, 1988, terrorist

attack, carried out by Sri Lankan mercenaries. The

attack resulted in the deaths of 19 Maldivians,

including eight soldiers, who are officially recognized

as martyrs for their defense of the nation during the

attempted coup.

Defense Minister Mohamed Ghassan Maumoon

announced that 29 family members of the fallen

soldiers will receive a monthly allowance of MVR 9,000

(approximately USD 585) each, totaling MVR 261,000

(approximately USD 16,965) per month. These

allowances will be provided only to the parents,

spouses, and children of the martyrs and will not

extend to future generations.

Additionally, the government has decided to provide

monthly payments to individuals awarded national

medals for bravery. Three recipients of the Medal for

Exceptional Bravery will each receive MVR 9,000 (USD

585), while four recipients of the Huravee Silver Medal

for Bravery will receive MVR 8,000 (USD 520) each, and

thirteen recipients of the Ribbon for Bravery will

receive MVR 6,000 (USD 390) each. In total, these

payments will amount to MVR 137,000 (approximately

USD 8,900) per month. [the edition 1] [the edition 2]

Maldives: Legal showdown over protest

remarks about president’s son escalates

(sl) A civil lawsuit has been filed by First Lady Sajidha

Mohamed against senior Maldivian Democratic Party

(MDP) activist Mariyam Zubair (widely known as

Mandhi) over remarks made during an MDP protest in

Malé concerning President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu’s 16-

year-old son, Umair Mohamed Muizzu. The lawsuit,

announced by former Attorney General Aishath Azima

Shakoor—who represents the president’s family—

alleges that Zubair’s claim endangered the child’s
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safety, harmed his education and future, and violated

protections under the Child Rights Act and the UN

Convention on the Rights of the Child. [the edition 1]

The controversy began during an MDP rally when

Zubair alleged that the government’s recent vaping

ban was linked to Umair’s supposed vaping habits. In a

public statement, the First Lady strongly denied the

allegation, declaring that Umair had never used

tobacco or vapes. [AIR No. 11, March/2025, 3]

The president’s legal team also confirmed that the

lawsuit extends to MDP Chairperson Fayyaz Ismail for

allegedly encouraging the remarks and amplifying

them on social media. The MDP as a party is likewise

being sued for organizing the protest at which the

claim was made. [the edition 1]

In response, MDP has filed a counter-complaint with

police and the Children’s Affairs Department, arguing

that the President’s family, through their lawyer, had

violated the child’s privacy by revealing Umair’s name,

age, and personal details during a press conference.

MDP lawyer Ahmed Mauroof accused the First Lady

and Azima of politicizing the issue and stated that

while protesters never disclosed the child’s identity,

the administration’s legal team made it public.

Mauroof also criticized what he described as selective

urgency shown by state institutions in this case while

neglecting other child protection cases. [the edition 2]

Maldives: Parliament decides to suspend

sessions for the final third of Ramadan

(sl) On March 20, the Maldives Parliament decided to

suspend its sessions for the final third of Ramadan,

beginning today. Parliament Speaker Abdul Rahim

Abdullah announced that parliamentary sessions

would resume on April 7. [the edition]

Earlier, the parliament had planned to take a break

during Ramadan but reversed this decision following

public criticism. [see AIR No. 7, February/2025, 3]

Maldives: New law empowers police to

freeze scam-linked accounts without

court order

(lm) Maldives police have announced that under a new

amendment to the Criminal Procedure Act, bank

accounts linked to scams can now be frozen
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immediately without court approval, for up to 48

hours. The fifth amendment, which came into effect on

March 17, allows for real-time information sharing

between law enforcement and financial institutions

through the Maldives Monetary Authority (MMA),

enhancing efforts to combat financial fraud.

According to the head of the Anti-Scam Centre, the

new law will prevent repeat scams using the same

bank accounts, which previously required lengthy

court procedures. Victims can now report scams

directly to the Anti-Scam Centre via hotline, and

investigations are no longer confined to individual

police stations.

Authorities note that many of the scams originate both

domestically and overseas, with foreign scammers

causing the greatest financial damage. [the edition]

Maldives: Agriculture ministry launches

registry for commercial farmers

(lm) The Maldives Ministry of Agriculture has initiated

the creation of a national registry to document

individuals involved in commercial agriculture. The

registry will include commercial farmers, poultry and

small animal farmers, and those cultivating plants for

commercial purposes. However, it will exclude

individuals engaged in small-scale or residential

farming. [the edition]

Maldives: Fisheries ministry to form

advisory committees for five key fisheries

(lm) The Maldives Ministry of Fisheries has begun

forming advisory committees to oversee the

management of five key fisheries: tuna, grouper,

marlin, reef fish, and sea cucumber. This initiative falls

under the Regulations on Planning and Management

of Fisheries and aims to enhance sectoral governance

through participatory mechanisms.

Each committee will include representatives from

relevant fishing and export sectors and will serve a

five-year term. These bodies will be responsible for

supporting the implementation of fishery management

plans, submitting annual reports, and advising on

policies at national and international levels. [the

edition]
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Maldives: Case alleging President

threatened journalist dropped due to lack

of evidence

(lm) The Prosecutor General's Office (PG Office) has

decided not to pursue a case against President Dr

Mohamed Muizzu, who was accused of threatening

and intimidating 'Adhadhu' News CEO Hussain Fiyaz

Moosa. The decision came after a review of the

evidence, which found that no phrase used by the

President could be legally interpreted as a threat.

The case stemmed from a phone call in which Fiyaz

claimed the President stated, "the strictest possible

action within the law will be taken against [him]."

However, the PG Office clarified that under the Penal

Code, a threat must involve an imminent danger to life

or injury, and Fiyaz’s complaint did not meet this

criteria. [the edition]

Maldives: President announces all

scheduled pilgrims to perform Hajj in 2025

(sl) President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu announced that

every person in the Hajj Corporation queue for 2025

will have the opportunity to perform the Hajj this year.

This achievement fulfills one of his key presidential

promises to improve the Hajj experience for Maldivian

pilgrims.

For the first time in many years, all scheduled pilgrims

will be able to perform the Hajj within the same year.

The President highlighted the joint efforts of the

Ministry of Islamic Affairs and the Hajj Corporation in

enhancing arrangements for Maldivians traveling for

Hajj. [Ministry of Islamic Affairs – Republic of Maldives]

In January 2025, President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu

introduced significant amendments to the regulations

governing Maldivians' participation in the Hajj

pilgrimage under the Maldives Hajj Corporation

Limited. These amendments aim to streamline and

improve the Hajj process, particularly by addressing

the long registration queue and increasing access for

first-time pilgrims and senior citizens. [AiR No. 1,

January/2025, 1]

Maldives: Inmate found dead in Maafushi

Prison
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An inmate at Maafushi Prison was found dead on

March 23. The deceased was discovered hanging in his

cell in the afternoon. Despite being rushed to Maafushi

Hospital, he was declared dead shortly thereafter. The

authorities, including the Human Rights Commission of

Maldives and National Integrity Commission, have

been notified and are investigating the incident. [the

edition]

Maldives: Thalassemia patients protest

near Maldives Blood Services over

ongoing issues

(lm) Thalassemia patients and their families staged a

protest near the Maldives Blood Services (MBS),

demanding the resignation of the Thalassemia Center’s

management. The protest was sparked after a meeting

held to address ongoing issues, particularly problems

with blood transfusions and faulty filters that have

remained unresolved for three months.

Protesters expressed frustration over repeated

complaints about the mismanagement of blood

donations. One of the major concerns highlighted was

the improper handling of blood, with faulty filters

causing blood to be wasted during transfusions. Given

the challenges of securing blood donations, especially

during Ramadan, the protesters voiced deep

disappointment over blood being discarded due to

negligence by the center’s management. [the edition]

Maldives: STO reduces petrol prices

(sl) The State Trading Organization (STO) has reduced

gasoline prices, setting the new rate at MVR 13.50 (USD

0.87) per liter, a decrease of MVR 0.48 (USD 0.03) per

liter. The company attributed the price reduction to the

decline in global fuel prices, which currently range

between USD 60 and 72 per barrel. [the edition 1]

The last price adjustment was in May 2024, when

gasoline was priced at MVR 13.98 (USD 0.90) per liter,

reflecting a MVR 0.35 (USD 0.02) decrease at the time.

STO previously stated that fluctuations in global fuel

prices have a limited impact on consumers due to

state-provided fuel subsidies. In 2023, the Maldives

government spent MVR 1.9 billion (USD 123 million) on

fuel subsidies. For 2024, MVR 770 million (USD 50

million) has been allocated to continue supporting fuel

affordability. [the edition 2]
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Maldives: Complaint window extended for

Gedhoruveriya housing scheme

(lm) The Maldives Ministry of Housing has extended

the deadline for submitting complaints regarding the

list of flat recipients under the Gedhoruveriya housing

scheme to April 15, following the closure of

government offices from March 21 to April 6. The

original deadline had been set for March 31.

The Gedhoruveriya housing scheme is a state-led

social housing initiative launched to provide affordable

housing units to eligible citizens, particularly in the

Malé region, through a point-based evaluation system.

The ministry stated that it is reviewing complaints

submitted so far, particularly those from individuals

previously marked ineligible in the interim list

published by the former administration. In the revised

list released by the current administration, 1,820

applicants were found eligible to receive housing,

including 1,423 for three-bedroom flats and 397 for

two-bedroom units. A total of 2,695 applicants were

deemed ineligible, while 424 individuals were removed

from the recipient list due to adjustments in their

evaluation scores. The updated list includes

explanations for ineligibility. [the edition]

Maldives: Over USD 251 million spent on

Thilamale Bridge

(sl) As of March 20, USD 251.56 million has been spent

on the Thilamale Bridge project, excluding Goods and

Services Tax (GST), according to the Ministry of

Construction and Infrastructure’s response to a Right

to Information (RTI) request filed by the media.

The total estimated cost of the project is USD 500

million, funded through a USD 400 million credit line

extended by India’s EXIM Bank and USD 100 million in

grant assistance from the Government of India. As of

the end of January, 51 percent of the bridge has been

completed, with full completion expected by

September 30, 2026.

The bridge is being built in two sections, with Section A

connecting Male' to Gulhifalhu, and Section B

connecting Gulhifalhu to Thilafushi. [the edition]
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Maldives: President Muizzu inspects

Thilafushi waste management project

progress

(sl) President of the Maldives Mohamed Muizzu visited

the industrial island of Thilafushi to inspect the Greater

Male Environmental Improvement and Waste

Management Project.

The two-phase project, funded by the Asian

Development Bank (ADB), the Japan Fund for Poverty

Reduction (JFPR), and the Government of Maldives,

aims to establish a modern waste management

system. It includes the modernization of the waste

processing complex, the construction of a waste

transfer station, a facility for recycling and disposing of

old vehicles, and the launch of a new waste

transportation vessel.

The second phase will introduce a waste-to-energy

system to provide a long-term solution for managing

the 774 tons of waste generated daily in the Greater

Male area.

A key goal of the project is to raise public awareness of

sustainable waste management practices.

Improvements include a reduction in waste unloading

time, enhanced security measures at the landfill, and

the introduction of modern waste disposal methods.

[SunOnline]

Maldives: DBM Managing Director resigns

(sl) Noel Gregor Paterson-Jones has resigned as the

Managing Director and CEO of the Maldives

Development Bank (DBM). The resignation was

announced on March 23 by the Privatisation and

Corporatisation Board (PCB), which oversees state-

owned enterprises in the country. The reason for his

resignation has not been disclosed. [PSM News on X]

[the edition]

The DBM, established under President Dr Mohamed

Muizzu last year, was created to invest in economic

and social development and raise funds for

infrastructure projects. It is the first state-owned

development bank in the Maldives. However, following

Paterson-Jones' resignation, several politicians have

expressed concerns over the bank’s performance.

Ibrahim Ameer criticized the lack of progress, calling

DBM a failure and a symbol of mismanagement,

especially considering the high salaries paid to the CEO
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and staff. He pointed out that the bank had remained

inactive despite its establishment. Similarly, Hassan

Kurusee raised concerns about the bank’s lack of

activity and blamed the government’s anti-

development policies for hindering its ability to secure

financing. Kurusee also noted that the CEO had been

paid USD 250,000 over the last five months with little

to show in terms of progress. [Ibrahim Ameer on X]

[Hassan Kurusee on X]

Maldives: Ten arrested for attempting to

smuggle drugs via sea

(lm) Ten individuals, including seven Indian nationals

and three Indonesians, were arrested for attempting to

smuggle over seven kilograms of drugs into the

Maldives aboard a vessel. The operation, carried out by

the Maldives National Defence Force (MNDF), Customs,

and police, followed a tip-off and took place near

Male'.

The arrested group included individuals aged between

22 and 58, with charges of drug smuggling. Following a

remand hearing, five individuals were held for five

days, while the remaining five were initially remanded

for one day. The detained individuals were granted

varied remand periods due to language barriers. [the

edition 1] [the edition 2]

Maldives: Government to reclaim land at

UTF for prison and rehabilitation facilities

(lm) The Maldivian government has announced plans

to reclaim 45 hectares of land from Uthuru Thila Falhu

(UTF)—a strategic maritime location near the capital

Malé used for defense and infrastructure development

—for the construction of a rehabilitation center and a

central prison complex, as part of a broader set of

state-benefit projects under the Tourism Act.

According to newly released government documents, a

minimum of USD 55 million (MVR 848 million) has been

earmarked for four key UTF projects. These include the

reclamation and development of “Hope Island” for

juvenile rehabilitation at a total cost of USD 25 million

(MVR 385 million), and the reclamation and

construction of a new Central Prison Complex at a

similar cost.

Hope Island is intended as a specialized facility for

juvenile offenders and at-risk youth. This marks a shift
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from an earlier plan to establish an agricultural project

on UTF, which has since been relocated to Rasmale'.

Additional development projects unveiled include the

construction of airports on 13 islands, land

reclamation and housing in Rasmale' and Gulhi Falhu,

and an undisclosed national sovereignty-related

project requiring USD 15 million (MVR 231 million). The

most expensive single initiative listed is a High

Performance Centre, expected to cost USD 20 million

(MVR 308 million), though its location remains

unspecified. [the edition]

Nepal: Royalist movement splinters amid

public frustration and party resistance

(lm/hgk) Nepal’s royalist movement, fueled by growing

public discontent with governance and economic

stagnation, is increasingly showing signs of

fragmentation and strategic confusion. Recent weeks

have seen a surge in pro-monarchy sentiment,

including large public rallies such as the March 9

gathering welcoming former King Gyanendra Shah in

Kathmandu. However, internal divisions among

royalist factions, limited political cohesion, and a lack

of clear leadership or vision have undermined the

movement’s momentum. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

The Rastriya Prajatantra Party (RPP), Nepal’s main pro-

monarchy party, has opted to lead its own campaign

instead of joining a broader committee formed on

March 18 by various conservative and pro-Hindu

groups. That committee, led by Panchayat-era figure

Nabaraj Subedi and supported by figures like Kamal

Thapa, Pashupati Shumshere Rana, and Rabindra

Mishra, aims to abolish federalism and restore the

Hindu monarchy. Subedi’s faction reportedly enjoys

the patronage of former King Gyanendra and seeks a

new agreement between republican and monarchist

forces.

However, RPP chair Rajendra Lingden rejected

participation, citing the committee’s decision to remain

nonpartisan—thus excluding active politicians—as well

as the absence of prior consultation. The RPP has

scheduled a separate meeting for March 25 to chart its

own protest path. [The Kathmandu Post 2] [The

Kathmandu Post 3]

Mainstream parties have responded forcefully. The

ruling Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist–

Leninist) (CPN-UML), led by Prime Minister KP Sharma

Oli, issued a strong rebuke of the monarchy revival

push during a March 17 party secretariat meeting.
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Calling the movement “absurd, harmful, and

meaningless,” the CPN-UML reaffirmed its

commitment to the democratic republic, emphasizing

that the current constitutional framework is the

product of seven decades of political struggle,

culminating in the abolition of the monarchy in 2008

following the People’s Movement of 2006. The party

also pledged to reinforce good governance and

economic reform, warning that regressive efforts to

restore hereditary rule undermine national morale and

development. [The Kathmandu Post 4]

Similarly, the ruling Nepali Congress, the largest party

in Parliament's lower house and a key coalition

partner, reaffirmed its support for the federal

democratic republican constitution during a Central

Working Committee meeting on March 24. The

meeting followed a proposal by the party’s intellectual

wing to reconsider the party’s stance on secularism,

suggesting a national dialogue on reinstating Nepal as

a Hindu state in response to growing public demands.

The CWC, however, firmly rejected any deviation from

secularism, which is a constitutionally enshrined

principle. The party emphasized that recent public

demonstrations, including a large March 9 rally

welcoming former King Gyanendra Shah, reflect public

frustration with corruption and economic

mismanagement, not a rejection of the secular system.

Congress leaders warned that ignoring this discontent

could prove politically costly, drawing parallels to

instability in countries like Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, and

Syria.

Despite internal debates and religious posturing by

some leaders, younger Congress members reaffirmed

that secularism remains a pillar of the party’s identity.

Although a report from the party’s Professional and

Intellectuals Department called for a nationwide

discussion on secularism and proposed electoral

reforms, the report was not formally discussed in the

March 24 meeting. [The Kathmandu Post 5]

Nepal: Fringe parties oppose draft law

tightening national party status rules

(lm) Nepal’s smaller political parties have strongly

criticized a draft amendment to the Political Parties Act

proposed by the Election Commission, which would

make it significantly harder to gain national party

status. The proposed revision requires parties to

secure at least three percent of proportional

representation votes, field candidates in 70 percent of
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constituencies, and maintain inclusive structures

across all levels—including 80 percent of local units.

Fringe parties argue the new criteria are designed to

benefit larger parties such as the Nepali Congress and

the Communist Party of Nepal (CPN)–Unified Marxist

Leninist (CPN-UML), and claim the changes would

marginalize minority-representing forces. Leaders

from parties like the Nepal Janamat Party and the CPN

(Unified Socialist) labeled the proposal discriminatory

and undemocratic, warning it would create a two-tier

party system.

In response, the Election Commission defended the

draft, saying it aims to standardize national party

criteria to reflect broad-based support. The chief

election commissioner questioned how a party with

limited provincial representation could be considered

national, emphasizing that small parties should work

to expand rather than oppose the reforms.

The draft also includes several other reforms:

independently elected representatives would lose their

seat if they join a party mid-term, and lawmakers

forming a new party would forfeit their parliamentary

position. It also proposes fixed limits for party central

committees and mandates that newly merged parties

hold a general convention within one year. To control

election spending, it suggests providing public funding

for political parties, which would then be prohibited

from collecting private donations.

The commission has opened a 10-day window for

public feedback before sending the bill to the

government for possible revision and submission to

Parliament. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Former President Bhandari’s rising

outreach signals internal dissent in ruling

party ranks

(lm) Former President Bidya Devi Bhandari’s growing

presence across Nepal’s provinces has sparked

speculation about her return to active politics and a

possible shift within the ruling Communist Party of

Nepal–Unified Marxist Leninist (CPN-UML). As Prime

Minister and CPN-UML Chair KP Sharma Oli faces

declining popularity and internal dissent, Bhandari has

begun making high-profile provincial visits and

meeting with dissatisfied party members, signaling a

challenge to Oli’s leadership.

Bhandari, who served as Nepal’s president from 2015

to 2023 and has long-standing ties to the CPN-UML,
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recently toured Gandaki and Koshi provinces and is

now preparing to visit Lumbini, Karnali, and

Sudurpaschim. Although officially attending cultural

and religious events, her trips have involved discreet

political meetings with CPN-UML leaders, many of

whom have grown frustrated with Oli’s centralization

of power.

These visits appear to have emboldened dissident

factions. In Koshi Province, for example, Bhandari’s

presence was seen as contributing to the victory of a

dissident panel during the CPN-UML Morang district

convention in January. Similar momentum may be

building in other provinces, with leaders such as Gokul

Baskota and Karna Thapa—former close aides of Oli—

now backing Bhandari’s political resurgence.

Bhandari has yet to formally announce her return to

politics, but has stated she would rejoin CPN-UML if

she did, calling it the party that nurtured her.

Meanwhile, Oli’s authority continues to be tested, with

growing voices inside CPN-UML calling for a change in

leadership. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Government renews commitment

to peace process, revives efforts to

finalize transitional justice bodies

(hgk/lm/rs) Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli has

reaffirmed the government’s commitment to

concluding Nepal’s long-stalled peace process and

delivering justice to conflict victims, while also

addressing key foreign policy and trade issues.

Speaking in Parliament on March 20, Oli emphasized

that investigations into enforced disappearances will

begin soon under the amended Enforced

Disappearances and Reconciliation Commission Act

2014. He reiterated that conflict victims and their

families would not be left waiting any longer for justice.

[The Kathmandu Post 1]

The announcement comes amid renewed efforts to

break the deadlock over appointments to the Truth

and Reconciliation Commission and the Commission of

Investigation on Enforced Disappeared Persons—two

key bodies inactive since July 2022. Prime Minister Oli

recently appointed former law minister Agni Kharel as

his advisor on transitional justice and human rights.

Since his appointment, Kharel has met with cross-party

leaders, civil society, and victim groups to build

consensus.

Meanwhile, the government has revived the search

committee led by former Chief Justice Om Prakash
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Mishra, tasked with recommending officials for both

commissions. This decision, made during a Cabinet

meeting on March 25, aims to resolve the ongoing

disputes over the selection of candidates, which had

previously delayed the process. Despite objections

from conflict victims and stakeholders, the formation

of a new committee is expected to move forward, with

potential chairpersons being considered, including

Mishra and former Chief Justice Hari Krishna Karki.

[The Kathmandu Post 2] [The Kathmandu Post 3]

The TRC has received over 63,000 complaints, and the

CIEDP is handling around 2,400 cases. Both

commissions, formed in 2015, have faced significant

delays in their work due to leadership and institutional

challenges. These bodies are now expected to function

for the next four years, with provisions for an

extension, to investigate past human rights violations

and offer redress to the victims.

Nepal: Janamat Party and NUP agree to

merger

(rs) The Janamat Party, led by Dr. CK Raut, and the

Nagarik Unmukti Party (NUP), led by Resham

Chaudhary, have officially reached an agreement on

merging their political forces. Both parties have aligned

on key aspects, including the party name, leadership

structure, election symbol, and other important

details. Following the merger, Raut will lead the new

party, with Ranjita Shrestha as co-chair, though

discussions are ongoing about having two

chairpersons, with Raut taking the primary position.

Chaudhary will serve as the patron of the unified party.

The new party will be named 'Nagarik Janamat Party,' a

proposal from the NUP that has been positively

received. The NUP's symbol, a "dhakiya" (basket), may

be adopted as the new election symbol, alongside

Janamat's previous symbol of a horn.

Raut emphasized that this merger is a response to the

centralization of power and the need for stronger

representation of marginalized communities,

particularly the Tharu and Madhesi communities. The

merger is seen as a significant step towards addressing

issues that these groups face, with both parties aiming

to create a united front to challenge the existing

political dynamics and strengthen their identity-based

causes.

Janamat Party currently holds six seats in the House of

Representatives, while NUP has four. Both parties have

supported the government, with Janamat collaborating
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with the Nepali Congress and CPN-UML-led Madhes

government, and NUP holding a position in the central

government with a Minister of State for Tourism.

Leaders of both parties have stressed the importance

of unifying identity-based parties to resist the growing

power of the dominant NC-CPN-UML coalition, which

they claim is undermining democratic principles and

limiting the influence of smaller political entities. [The

Himalayan Times]

Nepal: Nepali Congress Chief Whip

apologizes for remarks on legalizing

prostitution

(lm) Ruling Nepali Congress Chief Whip Shyam Kumar

Ghimire issued an apology in Parliament on March 19,

retracting his earlier comments suggesting the

legalization of prostitution to boost tourism. Ghimire

clarified that his remarks, made on March 16, reflected

his personal opinion and did not represent the official

stance of the Nepali Congress or its parliamentary

party.

The statement followed significant backlash from

lawmakers and party members. Ghimire had argued

that legalizing sex work could generate employment

and economic benefits, contrasting it with what he

described as the limited economic impact of religious

tourism. His remarks were widely condemned both

inside and outside Parliament. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Government dismisses Kulman

Ghising as NEA chief amid ongoing

disputes over power dues

(lm) In a significant move, the government of Nepal has

dismissed Kulman Ghising as the Executive Director of

the Nepal Electricity Authority (NEA) following a

prolonged conflict over the management of unpaid

electricity dues and Ghising’s handling of energy

agreements.

Ghising's tenure had been marked by escalating

tensions, particularly regarding his refusal to comply

with government directives on recovering unpaid dues

from industrial firms and his unilateral signing of an

energy trade deal with India. The government had

sought multiple clarifications from Ghising, and despite

his defense that the Energy Ministry lacked the

authority to remove him, the Cabinet moved forward
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with the dismissal, replacing him with Hitendra Dev

Shakya.

The dismissal comes in the wake of a series of

disputes, including Ghising’s objections to the

government's proposed use of NEA funds for an

inquiry committee to address outstanding dues.

Ghising and other NEA board members had raised

concerns about the legality of the committee, leading

to a standoff between the NEA and the Ministry of

Energy. Despite Ghising’s efforts to defend his position,

the government has moved to reassert control over

the energy sector. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

Amid these internal conflicts, two major industrial

firms, Laxmi Steels and Sarbottam Cement, have

begun paying off their outstanding dues to the NEA

after the Supreme Court ruled to invalidate the

Ministry of Energy's inquiry committee. The firms had

previously resisted paying their dues for electricity

supplied during the load-shedding period from 2015 to

2020, when industries received uninterrupted power

while the rest of the country faced frequent power

cuts.

The Supreme Court’s ruling on March 18 halted the

committee's investigation, citing that it was beyond the

Ministry's jurisdiction and emphasizing the need for

compliance with the Nepal Electricity Authority Act

1984. Following the court’s interim order, the NEA has

allowed these firms to settle their dues in 56

instalments, a move that has been seen as a step

toward resolving the ongoing conflict. [The Kathmandu

Post 2]

The Ministry of Energy is now considering its next steps

following the court's decision. With 41 industries still in

default, the future of Nepal’s energy sector remains

fraught with challenges as tensions between the NEA

and the government continue to simmer.

Nepal: Stakeholders urge swift policy

reforms ahead of LDC graduation in 2026

(lm) Key government officials, lawmakers, private

sector leaders, and development partners gathered on

March 21 to discuss urgent measures required for

Nepal’s graduation from Least Developed Country

(LDC) status in 2026. The dialogue, organized by the

Ministry of Industry, Commerce and Supplies in

collaboration with the EU Nepal Trade and Investment

Programme, focused on expediting trade-related

reforms and preparing for post-LDC challenges.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-yuu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jll/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jll/


Industry Minister Damodar Bhandari reaffirmed the

government’s commitment to accelerating policy

reviews and strengthening export capacity, highlighting

the increasing role of the private sector in economic

growth. Lawmakers also pledged legislative support to

ease Nepal’s transition.

Officials emphasized the need to reform export

policies and align with World Trade Organization (WTO)

rules, while the European Union urged Nepal to

prepare for GSP Plus eligibility by ratifying key

international conventions. Experts warned that LDC

graduation will reduce preferential benefits, making

export diversification, competitiveness, and legal

readiness essential to ensure a smooth transition. [The

Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Former health officials criticize

ministry for excluding them from budget

talks

(lm) As the Ministry of Health and Population prepares

the annual budget for fiscal year 2025–2026, several

former top health officials have voiced frustration over

being excluded from consultations. While the ministry

has invited suggestions from the public, former

secretaries and experts say their experience is being

overlooked, despite their past contributions to policy

and planning.

With foreign aid suspended—including nearly all U.S.

support since January—and the ministry’s upcoming

budget capped at NPR 83 billion (USD 606 million),

officials and experts argue that leveraging the insights

of retired professionals is essential. They caution that

donor funding is unreliable and highlight that only 70

percent of the health budget is typically utilized each

year.

Former bureaucrats emphasized that their

involvement could help avoid duplication, improve

policy focus, and ensure long-term impact, especially

amid tighter funding and shifting donor priorities.

Ministry officials maintain that input is welcomed from

local and provincial levels and have pledged to

streamline programs and reduce unnecessary

expenditures. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: A third of civil servant positions

vacant at local level, services impacted
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(lm) Nearly a decade after Nepal's new constitution

established federalism, local and provincial

governments remain critically understaffed, with over

a third of civil servant positions vacant. A study led by

former National Assembly member Khimlal Devkota

shows that only 43,807 of the 67,719 sanctioned civil

servant positions at the local level have been filled,

leaving a 36 percent vacancy rate. The situation at the

provincial level is similarly dire, with 13,821 out of

22,236 positions unfilled across seven provinces.

The study reveals significant challenges, particularly in

Sudurpaschim Province, where 42 out of 88 local units

lack chief administrative officers. Devkota points to the

central government's indifference to local and

provincial needs, hindering services and governance.

Local and provincial leaders have called for greater

autonomy, stressing the importance of filling vacant

positions and establishing provincial police forces to

manage law and order.

The lack of the Federal Civil Service Act and the delayed

adjustment of police forces at the provincial level

continue to exacerbate the issue. In response, the

Madhesh provincial assembly passed a resolution

calling for the full exercise of powers granted to

provinces under the Constitution of Nepal, including

the establishment of provincial police forces. Despite

the passage of necessary laws at the federal and

provincial levels, local governments are still unable to

create their own police forces without federal

intervention.

Devkota's study also highlights a decrease in the

number of elected representatives at the local level,

with fewer representatives than existed prior to

federalism. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Government declares April 6 public

holiday for Ramnavami

(lm) The government has announced April 6, 2025, as a

public holiday in observance of Ramnavami, a Hindu

festival celebrating the birth of Lord Ram, considered

an incarnation of Vishnu and a symbol of virtue and

righteousness. The decision was made during a

Cabinet meeting earlier in the week and made public

on March 19.

The Cabinet also approved the submission of the

government’s annual report for fiscal year 2023–2024

to the President, in line with Article 53 of the

Constitution and Section 41 of the Good Governance
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Act. The report outlines actions and achievements

related to the state’s directive principles and policies.

Other decisions included forming a negotiation team

to discuss World Bank grants for school sector reform

and appointing Naresh Raj Aryal to the Debt Recovery

Tribunal and Dinesh Prasad Bhatta as chief executive

of the National Disaster Risk Reduction and

Management Authority. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Ruling parties’ student unions lead

FSU elections

(lm/rs) The Free Student Union (FSU) elections held

across Nepal's constituent and affiliated campuses saw

a close contest between student unions aligned with

the ruling Nepali Congress and Communist Party of

Nepal (Unified Marxist–Leninist) (CPN-UML), while the

main opposition Maoist Centre-affiliated union trailed

behind. Despite earlier assertions that no alliances

would be formed, campus-level collaborations

emerged among student groups, including the

Congress-linked Nepal Student Union (NSU), CPN-

UML’s All Nepal National Free Students’ Union

(ANNFSU), and the Maoist Center’s All Nepal National

Independent Student Union–Revolutionary (ANNISU-R).

As of March 19, the NSU led the results with over 110

victories, followed by ANNFSU with wins in 91 affiliated

and 11 constituent campuses. ANNISU-R ranked third,

with its stronger performance reported in Koshi and

Karnali provinces.

Meanwhile, independent candidates broke the party

dominance in key technical institutions. At Pulchowk

Engineering Campus, independent candidate Swayam

Shrestha won the FSU presidency, defeating both

ANNISU-R and ANNFSU contenders. Similarly,

independent Prajwal Adhikari—supported by NSU and

ANNISU-R—won at Chitwan Engineering Campus.

Elections were suspended in 22 constituent campuses,

including major institutions in Kathmandu Valley, and

officials noted that if voting is not completed within 15

days, those polls may be canceled. A separate dispute

emerged at Tribhuvan University’s Kirtipur campus,

where internal conflict within NSU led to a padlock

protest over rejected candidacy. The Patan High Court

has intervened, temporarily reinstating Anju Karki’s

candidacy, with a final decision expected later this

week. [The Kathmandu Post]
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Nepal: Achyut Wagle appointed vice

chancellor of Kathmandu University

(lm) Achyut Wagle has been appointed as the new vice

chancellor of Kathmandu University (KU), with the

decision made by Chancellor and Prime Minister KP

Sharma Oli on March 17. Wagle received his

appointment letter at the Prime Minister’s Office and

succeeds Bhola Thapa, whose term ended on January

17.

Wagle had been serving as acting vice chancellor

following Thapa’s departure and was previously

appointed registrar of KU in September 2022. He has

also held roles as Associate Dean and Head of the

Management Science Department at the KU School of

Management. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Acting Chairperson of Muslim

Commission accused of corruption

(rs) Mahammadin Ali, the acting Chairperson of Nepal's

Muslim Commission, is facing accusations of

corruption following a complaint filed with the

Commission for the Investigation of Abuse of Authority

(CIAA). The complaint claims that Ali deceitfully

collected house rent from the Commission, despite

residing in his own property in Kathmandu.

Ali, who took office four years ago, reportedly claimed

rent of NPR 18,000 (USD 60) per month, even though

his own house in Samakhushi had been damaged

during the earthquake and was unsafe to live in. Ali

stated that he took the rent in accordance with the law,

as members of the Commission are entitled to a rental

allowance, and he stopped receiving the payment once

his house was repaired. [The Himalayan Times]

Nepal: Government prepares to lower

minimum age for marriage

(hgk) The Nepalese government is set to revise existing

laws to lower the minimum age for marriage,

responding to concerns that the current age limit of 20

years has led to increased cases of rape and child

marriage. Lawmakers and government officials are in

the final stages of preparing an amendment bill to be

registered in Parliament.

The push to change the law began in 2022, under the

leadership of then-Law Minister Govinda Koirala Bandi,
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who argued that the minimum marriage age was

inconsistent with other legal rights, such as obtaining

citizenship at 16 and voting at 18. The revised laws

would either lower the marriage age to 18 or

implement a "Romeo and Juliet" law, allowing

consensual sex between young people with a small age

gap without being charged with statutory rape.

The amendment comes after a Supreme Court ruling

in 2022, which determined that a case of child

marriage was not necessarily rape if both parties

consented. This decision highlighted the need for a re-

examination of the legal provisions. Minister for Law,

Justice, and Parliamentary Affairs Ajay Chaurasia

confirmed that the government is working with

medical and psychological experts to finalize the bill,

which is expected to be submitted during the ongoing

parliamentary session.

The current law treats marriage before 20 as illegal

and subjects offenders to up to three years in prison

and a fine of up to NPR 30,000 (USD 230). With growing

support from lawmakers, the government aims to

create more practical and culturally appropriate legal

standards regarding marriage age. [The Kathmandu

Post]

Nepal: Dalit family files complaint after

eviction for religious ritual in Siraha

(rs) A Dalit family in Aurahi Rural Municipality, Siraha,

was forcibly displaced and their government-funded

home demolished to make way for a Mahayagya, a

grand Hindu sacrificial ritual. The event organizers

claimed that Dalits should not reside near the ritual

site, leading to the eviction and demolition of the

home using a bulldozer. The soil was also removed to

"purify" the land, as part of the ritual. [The Kathmandu

Post 1]

The displaced family had lived in the area for over 30

years and had been beneficiaries of the federal Janata

Awas housing scheme. After the demolition, they were

relocated to a bamboo hut without basic amenities like

water or electricity. This forced displacement has

sparked a wave of condemnation for its connection to

caste-based discrimination.

Following public outcry, police arrested two local

authorities involved in the eviction, while the event

organizer remains at large. The National Human Rights

Commission (NHRC) has launched an investigation,

and lawmakers are calling for a parliamentary probe.

Despite official claims that the land was repurposed for
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an agricultural market, the incident has been

condemned as an act of caste-based untouchability

and a violation of constitutional protections against

caste discrimination. [The Kathmandu Post 2] [The

Kathmandu Post 3] [The Kathmandu Post 4] [The

Kathmandu Post 5]

Nepal: Rights groups urge dialogue to

resolve Pathibhara cable car dispute and

protect indigenous rights

(lm) In the latest development surrounding the

contentious Pathibhara cable car project in Nepal’s

Taplejung district, five human rights organizations—

including Amnesty International Nepal and the

Accountability Watch Committee—have jointly called

for a peaceful resolution through inclusive dialogue.

They urged the government to respect indigenous

rights, ensure transparency by making all project

documents public, and hold accountable those

responsible for violence during recent protests. The

groups also condemned both the excessive use of

force by security personnel and violent actions by

protesters, warning that escalating tensions risk

prolonged conflict. They emphasized that development

should respect religious and cultural values while

balancing economic goals. [The Kathmandu Post]

This call follows months of unrest led by the ‘No Cable

Car’ protest group, which opposes the construction of

the 2.7-kilometer cable car from Kaflepati to the sacred

Pathibhara temple. Protesters argue that the project,

backed by the IME Group, threatens the spiritual

significance of Mukkumlung, a site central to the Limbu

community’s Mundhumi faith, and would negatively

impact local livelihoods. Despite a six-point agreement

signed in February to pause construction, the

government resumed the project under heavy security,

triggering further protests and violent clashes.

In response to the unrest, both the government and

protest leaders recently agreed to form high-level

committees to facilitate future negotiations.

Protesters, however, had previously refused talks with

lower-level officials and continued to demand

ministerial-level engagement. The agreement to hold

higher-level talks represents a significant step in efforts

to resolve the dispute peacefully. [AiR No. 11,

March/2025, 3]
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Nepal: Locals obstruct Nagdhunga-

Sisnekhola tunnelway work for nine days

(lm) Construction of the Nagdhunga-Sisnekhola

Tunnelway has been halted since March 15 due to

protests by locals, demanding written commitments on

previously agreed-upon demands. Work on both the

Kathmandu and Dhading sides of the project has been

suspended, causing delays and uncertainty regarding

the completion timeline.

This marks the sixth disruption since the project

began. The construction company reports losses of

more than NPR 5 million (USD 38,000) for each day of

delay. While the authorities state that most of the

residents' demands have been met, some remain

under negotiation. These demands include free

drinking water after project completion, fair

compensation for property damage, and guaranteed

employment based on skills and qualifications.

Deputy Prime Minister and Finance Minister Bishnu

Paudel emphasized the need to resolve the issue and

resume work to meet the project's new deadline,

which has been pushed to mid-October 2025, after

multiple delays caused by land acquisition issues and

the Covid-19 pandemic. The project, originally costing

NPR 22 billion (USD 165 million), was first set to

complete by April 2023 but was later extended to April

2024. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: UNESCO criticizes social media bill

for overreach and lack of clarity

(lm) UNESCO has issued a critical review of Nepal’s

proposed Social Network Bill-2081, warning that the

legislation risks violating international standards on

freedom of expression. The review, shared with key

members of Nepal’s parliament on March 18,

highlights vague definitions, excessive government

control, and the lack of independent regulation.

UNESCO raised concerns about ambiguous

terminology, particularly in defining "platform" and

"misuse of social media," which could lead to arbitrary

enforcement. The bill’s licensing requirement for

platforms and its establishment of a government-

controlled regulatory body were flagged as

incompatible with global norms that call for

independent oversight.

The UN agency warned that similar laws in countries

like Bangladesh and Myanmar have heightened
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political tensions rather than promoting order. It

recommended that Nepal revise the bill to better align

with international human rights law, suggesting

stronger protections for free expression and more

emphasis on media literacy and education.

Parliamentary review of the recommendations has not

yet begun. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: KSL alumni demand independent

probe into abuse allegations against

executive director

(lm) Alumni of Kathmandu School of Law (KSL) have

rejected the school’s internal committee investigating

allegations of sexual misconduct, harassment, and

homophobia involving executive director Yubaraj

Sangroula and other faculty. They are demanding an

independent, impartial investigation committee, free

from ties to the accused and including representatives

from rights commissions, mental health experts, and

alumni.

Over 150 alumni have supported the call, citing dozens

of testimonies describing a pattern of abuse and

discrimination. The current committee, formed by

KSL’s management—which includes Sangroula and his

wife—has been dismissed as biased. Sangroula has

denied the allegations and accused critics of damaging

the institution’s reputation, while also filing a

cybercrime complaint against a whistleblower. [The

Kathmandu Post 1] [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: Dhalkebar–Bara transmission line

completed

(lm) The Dhalkebar–Bara section of the Hetauda–

Dhalkebar–Inaruwa 400 kV transmission line project

has been successfully completed, enhancing Nepal’s

electricity transmission system and boosting trade with

India. This new section complements the earlier

completed 154-kilometre 400 kV double-circuit line

from Dhalkebar to Inaruwa, operational since June

2024. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: World Bank warns of slow progress

without key reforms

(lm) The World Bank’s "Nepal Country Economic

Memorandum: Unlocking Nepal’s Growth Potential"
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report, released on March 25, warns that Nepal’s long-

term growth may stall below 4 percent unless

structural challenges are addressed. Despite achieving

an average annual growth rate of 4.2 percent from

1996 to 2023, Nepal's growth lags behind its South

Asian peers due to factors like low labor productivity,

poor infrastructure, and high export tariffs.

The World Bank identifies four critical areas for reform:

migration, exports, hydropower, and digitalization.

With over 7 percent of the population working abroad,

remittances have played a major role in poverty

reduction, but better migration policies could enhance

job creation and reduce costs. The report also

highlights the need to improve export performance by

addressing manufacturing inefficiencies and

infrastructure gaps.

The hydropower sector offers significant growth

potential but requires improved financing strategies

and regulatory changes to attract investment.

Digitalization is another opportunity, with the World

Bank urging updates to Nepal's Telecommunications

Act and greater investment in digital skills.

While Nepal’s 16th Plan aims for good governance and

job creation, the report stresses that without

addressing corruption, political instability, and weak

labor and entrepreneurial capacity, the country’s

growth could remain stagnant. Nepal’s graduation

from the LDC status in 2026 is at risk unless these

reforms are implemented to foster a more competitive

and resilient economy. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Delays in Jajarkot earthquake

reconstruction and second tranche

distribution

(hgk/lm) Reconstruction efforts for homes damaged by

the November 2023 Jajarkot earthquake have been

significantly delayed due to budget and manpower

shortages. Nearly 15 months after the earthquake, the

Detailed Damage Assessment (DDA) process, originally

set to conclude in March 2025, has been extended by a

month, further delaying the much-needed

reconstruction.

The federal government has allocated NPR 21 billion

(USD 159 million) for reconstruction in the current

fiscal year, with NPR 3.15 billion (USD 23.5 million)

already sent to the National Disaster Risk Reduction

and Management Authority (NDRRMA) to support

rebuilding efforts. However, the slow pace of progress,

lack of skilled labor, and procedural delays have raised
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concerns that victims will face another monsoon under

makeshift shelters. Currently, only 25,000 of the 40,041

identified victims in Jajarkot and 26,000 of 34,997 in

Rukum West have received their second tranche of

funds for temporary housing. [The Kathmandu Post]

Meanwhile, in Bajura, the District Disaster

Management Committee has decided to release the

second tranche of grants for earthquake victims. Funds

will be distributed to 1,473 victims across several

municipalities and rural municipalities, including

Budhiganga, Triveni, and Gaumul. However, Himali and

Jaganna rural municipalities have not yet received their

share. These efforts are also compounded by the need

for assistance to those affected by monsoon-related

disasters in the region. [Rising Nepal Daily]

Nepal: Army issues statement reaffirming

commitment to constitutional role

(lm) The Nepal Army issued a public statement on

March 19, reaffirming its dedication to upholding

constitutional duties amid growing commentary on

social media regarding its role in national affairs. The

Army emphasized its commitment to protecting

Nepal’s sovereignty, independence, territorial integrity,

and national unity.

The clarification follows a surge in online discussions

questioning the Army's position. The statement urged

the public to seek accurate information through the

Directorate of Public Relations and Information rather

than relying on unofficial sources. [The Kathmandu

Post]

Nepal: Deepak Thapa appointed as new

chief of Nepal Police

(lm) The government has appointed Additional

Inspector General (AIG) Deepak Thapa as the 31st

Inspector General of Nepal Police (IGP), following the

retirement of Basant Kunwar.

Thapa previously led the Central Investigation Bureau

(CIB) and was selected for the top post over two other

contenders based on his seniority, efficiency, and

professional track record. He joined the Nepal Police in

1995 and steadily rose through the ranks, becoming

AIG in March 2023. His term as IGP is set to continue

until September 3, 2025.
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Thapa’s appointment coincides with the retirement of

several high-ranking officers, including his batchmates

AIGs Tek Prasad Rai, Buddhiraj Gurung, Durga Singh,

Kuber Kadayat, and Janak Bhattarai, marking the end

of an era for a generation of senior leadership within

Nepal Police. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Massive fire at plywood factory,

losses estimated in millions of rupees

(lm) A massive fire broke out at Sangrila Ply Industry in

Ghorahi Sub-metropolitan City-9 at midnight on March

23, reportedly due to an electrical short circuit. The

blaze, which is still ongoing, has caused extensive

damage to plywood, raw materials, machinery, and

other equipment at one of the district's largest

industries.

The fire has resulted in estimated losses worth

millions, although the exact financial impact has yet to

be determined. [The Kathmandu Post]

Pakistan: Islamabad court restores twice-

weekly visits for jailed ex-Prime Minister

Imran Khan

(lm) The Islamabad High Court (IHC) has ruled to

restore twice-weekly visitation rights for incarcerated

former Prime Minister Imran Khan. Khan’s family, legal

team, and political aides will now be able to meet him

on Tuesdays and Thursdays, after a ruling that

overturned the restrictive visitation schedule imposed

by the superintendent at Adiala Jail. Khan, who has

been imprisoned since August 2023 on various

charges, including corruption and treason, was

originally allowed only one meeting per week due to

the superintendent’s discretionary powers.

During the IHC hearing on March 24, the court

addressed 26 petitions related to Khan’s visitation

rights and prison conditions. His legal counsel, Zaheer

Abbas, highlighted that while the former premier had

been allowed meetings with family on Tuesdays,

Thursday visits with his political aides and lawyers had

been denied. The court's ruling mandates that these

meetings be allowed twice a week, but it also imposes

restrictions on media access following the meetings.

The ruling followed a statement from the jail's

superintendent, Abdul Ghafoor Anjum, who argued

that after Khan's conviction in January 2025, the status
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of the former premier had changed, and that his

political team was misusing the meetings for media

interactions. The IHC judge emphasized that while the

meetings were restored, visitors would not be

permitted to make political statements outside the jail

after the meetings. Additionally, only the designated

coordinator, Salman Akram Raja, PTI’s General

Secretary, would be allowed to name those permitted

to meet with Khan. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Supreme Court introduces anti-

corruption hotline for public complaints

(mra) The Supreme Court of Pakistan has launched a

dedicated anti-corruption hotline to enhance judicial

accountability and provide citizens with a secure

platform to report corruption, bias, or misconduct

within the judiciary. Chief Justice Yahya Afridi

emphasized the court's commitment to swift justice,

stating that decisions on registered complaints will be

made within one month, with more complex cases

resolved within two months. [The Nation]

Pakistan: Lahore High Court gives federal

government last chance' to explain X

blockage

(sn) Pakistan's Lahore High Court (LHC) Chief Justice

Aalia Neelum has given the federal government a "last

chance" to explain its actions regarding the ongoing

blockage of social media platform X. The disruption,

which began on February 17, 2024, followed

accusations by former Rawalpindi commissioner

Liaquat Chattha, who alleged that the chief election

commissioner and a top Supreme Court judge were

involved in election rigging. This led to widespread

criticism from rights organizations, journalists, and

even calls from the United States for Pakistan to lift

restrictions on social media platforms.

The LHC had previously asked the Ministry of Interior

and PTA to provide a detailed report on the status of

the ban, including information on which government

institutions were still using the banned platform. PTA

Chairman Major General (ret.) Hafeezul Rehman

admitted that the authority had failed to track the use

of VPNs, which are being used to bypass the ban. This

led to further questions from the judges, including

whether PTA itself was using VPNs despite the

platform’s blockage. Rehman confirmed that the PTA
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was indeed using X through VPNs, a revelation that

Justice Neelum condemned as "illegal."

The case was adjourned until April 8, with the

government under increasing pressure to clarify its

actions regarding the censorship of X. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Jamaat-e-Islami stages

nationwide protests against U.S. support

for Israel's Gaza offensive

(lm) Religio-political party Jamaat-e-Islami (JI) held

protests outside American diplomatic missions across

Pakistan on March 21, condemning the United States

for backing Israel’s renewed military offensive in Gaza.

The protests were organized in response to Israeli

airstrikes that reportedly killed over 500 Palestinians,

including women and children, breaking the ceasefire

agreement reached on January 15.

JI leader Hafiz Naeem-ur-Rahman addressed a rally in

Lahore, blaming Washington for supporting what he

called “Israel’s terrorism” and the ongoing “genocide”

of Palestinians. He denounced the inaction of the

international community and criticized Muslim leaders

for maintaining ties with Israel and the U.S.

Protesters also questioned the reported visit of

Pakistani journalists to Israel. JI leaders demanded the

government clarify its position, warning against any

normalization of ties with Israel.

Pakistan does not recognize Israel, and its Foreign

Office reaffirmed this position, stating it was

investigating the journalist delegation report. [Arab

News]

Pakistan: Prime Minister orders third-

party audit of Ramadan relief package

(lm) Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has ordered a third-

party audit of the Ramadan relief package worth PKR

20 billion (USD 71.4 million) announced earlier this

month to support approximately four million families

across the country during the holy month of fasting.

Under the package, the government has credited PKR

5,000 (USD 17.87) into digital wallets for low-income

families, allowing them to withdraw the funds directly.

In previous years, the Ramadan relief package was

distributed through state-run utility stores, where
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families could purchase essential food items such as

wheat, sugar, oil, and pulses at reduced prices.

However, complaints about long queues, limited stock,

substandard food items, and difficulties with the

identification verification process led the government

to switch to a digital wallet system this year. [Arab

News]

Pakistan: Federal Board of Revenue

initiates legal action of USD 50 million in

evaded customs taxes

(sn) The Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) initiated legal

action against 463 importers, 106 clearing agents, and

officials of the Pakistan Revenue Automatic Limited

(PRAL) and Pakistan Single Window (PSW) for evading

roughly USD 50 million in taxes through over 2,300

tampered customers declarations. 

The fraudulent activity ran undetected from 2020 until

a former PRAL agent alerted investigators. The scheme

altered the transshipment of Good Declarations,

successfully evading the related duties and taxes.

However, the Customs Risk Management System (RMS)

was able to catch 99.2 percent of all fraudulent

declarations, saving Pakistan from much more

significant losses.

Inspections were able to recover over USD 1.2 million,

saving roughly USD 897,000 thousand through an

audit of 60 cases. The FBR has ordered a complete

audit under the Customs Act 1990, with calls for a

complete investigation to address bugs and lacking

security within the system. [Business Recorder]

In separate news, Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif

expressed gratitude to the FBR for their recent

recovery of USD 123.6 million. The statement came

while chairing a meeting of the FBR’s performance,

stating that their recovery was a historic achievement.

Sharif also stated his intention to introduce a legal

structure that will support the FBR in future recoveries.

The PM signaled potential increases in FBR employees

and an improved digitized system with third-party

validation. The PM finally stated that officers involved

in misappropriation would face full legal action.

The recoveries were linked to court rulings on pending

tax cases, with the FBR’s success highlighting the

government's push for stricter and improved

enforcement of tax collection. The news also highlights

the need for enhanced legal and digital frameworks
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within Pakistan’s systems of governance. [The Express

Tribune]

Pakistan: Prime Minister promises

electricity cost relief despite IMF setbacks

(afk/lm) Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has reaffirmed

Pakistan’s commitment to its solar energy policy while

also announcing plans for a comprehensive electricity

cost relief package. The announcements came during a

high-level meeting on March 23, where Sharif reviewed

ongoing energy reforms and instructed authorities to

expedite key structural changes in the power sector.

Despite initial plans to announce a PKR 8 (USD 0.04)

per unit reduction in electricity tariffs, the

government's proposal was halted by the International

Monetary Fund (IMF), which expressed concerns over

the fiscal implications. The IMF’s scrutiny of the plan

delayed the tariff cuts, requiring further clarity on how

the revenue shifts would affect Pakistan's economic

stability. Additionally, the National Electric Power

Regulatory Authority (Nepra) is still dealing with

petitions related to the revision of tariffs, particularly

following renegotiations with independent power

producers (IPPs). [DAWN]

Sharif reiterated his government’s focus on promoting

solar energy, dismissing speculation about changes to

the solar net metering policy. He directed officials to

provide clear data supporting the government’s

solarization goals and emphasized the importance of

transparency and coordinated efforts across energy-

related departments. [The Nation]

To ease the financial burden on consumers, Sharif

confirmed that a new electricity cost relief package

would soon be unveiled. The government is pursuing

ongoing reforms, including renegotiating contracts

with 14 IPPs and facilitating the privatization of state-

run power generation and distribution companies.

However, officials acknowledged that legal and

procedural hurdles, including the liquidation of these

companies, must be addressed to implement the

planned tariff reductions effectively.

In the interim, Pakistan’s energy sector continues to

face significant challenges, including rising operational

costs and mounting circular debt. [Arab News]
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Pakistan: Stock market reaches all-time

high; crosses 119,000-point barrier

(sn) The benchmark KSE-100 index of the Pakistan

Stock Exchange (PSX) reached an all-time high of

119,189 points on March 20, crossing the barrier of

119,000 points. The rise was attributed to strong

activity by local institutions, with expectations that the

government would resolve circular debt issues in the

energy sector in coordination with banks. 

Pakistan recently announced an agreement with state-

owned entity Power Holding Limited (PHL) to extend

USD 4.46 billion in financing at a 0.9 percent interest.

The decision was implemented due to compounding

unpaid debts over the past decade and theft and

distribution losses. 

The reduced interest rate provides optimism that

power distribution companies can tackle debts owed

to the Central Power Purchasing Authority-Guarantee

(CPPA-G), which may cover their debts owed to power

generation companies. 

The International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) current review

of its USD 7 billion bailout program is also notable,

with investors remaining confident over a positive

review. In response to the news, Pakistan’s Prime

Minister Shehbaz Sharif drew attention to the

government's policy implementations, stating that they

were creating trust conducive to a successful business

and investment environment. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Inflation expected to stay within

1-1.5 percent range in March

(sn) Pakistan's inflation is expected to remain within

the 1-1.5 percent range for March 2025, according to

the country's Finance Division in its monthly economic

outlook. This marks a significant improvement from

the record-high inflation rate of 38 percent in May

2023, which was driven by rising food and fuel costs

and the withdrawal of energy subsidies under a deal

with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for a

bailout package. Aggressive policy rate cuts by the

central bank and various economic reforms have

helped bring down the inflation rate, which stood at

1.5 percent in February 2025.

Looking ahead, inflation may increase slightly to 2-3

percent in April 2025. The report notes positive growth

indicators, including increased cement sales, higher

automobile production, and rising imports due to an
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easier monetary policy, suggesting that production

could see an uptick if demand conditions stay

favorable.

The Finance Division also highlighted the likelihood of

an increase in foreign remittances, driven by seasonal

factors such as Ramadan and the upcoming Eid

festivals. Exports and imports are expected to improve,

supporting the country's current account balance.

Additionally, the government's efforts in resource

mobilization have led to increased tax collections, and

the Pakistan Stock Exchange has performed well

compared to major global indices. Pakistan's

government remains optimistic, asserting that the

country is on track for sustainable economic growth

and expects foreign exchange reserves to surpass USD

13 billion by June, despite challenges in net financial

inflows.

Furthermore, Pakistan has repaid a significant portion

of its external debt due this year, according to the

central bank. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Atlas Honda to launch electric

motorcycle by June

(mra) Atlas Honda, Pakistan's leading motorcycle

manufacturer, plans to introduce its first electric

motorcycle by June 2025, aiming to maintain its

dominant position in the market. The company

currently holds over 85 percent market share and

exports to several countries.

The upcoming electric bike is expected to feature a 48-

watt battery with a charging time of six to seven hours

and an estimated range of 65 kilometers per charge.

While pricing details are yet to be disclosed, sources

suggest a slight premium over existing local options,

reflecting higher-quality components. [The Express

Tribune]

Pakistan: Government explores bitcoin

mining using surplus electricity at first

crypto council meeting

(lm) At the inaugural meeting of the Pakistan Crypto

Council (PCC) on March 21, officials discussed using the

country’s surplus electricity—often wasted due to

infrastructure limitations—for bitcoin mining as part of

a broader effort to integrate crypto and blockchain
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technologies into the financial system. The meeting,

chaired by Finance Minister Muhammad Aurangzeb,

marked a significant policy shift for Pakistan, which

previously approached cryptocurrencies with caution.

The PCC was officially launched on March 15 to

develop a regulatory framework for cryptocurrencies

and blockchain use. Key figures from the State Bank,

Securities and Exchange Commission, and federal IT

and law ministries also attended the meeting.

Minister Aurangzeb endorsed the initiative, calling it

the start of a “new digital chapter” for Pakistan, and

emphasized the need to build a future-ready financial

ecosystem. Council members stressed the importance

of establishing clear regulations, consumer

protections, and a phased rollout aligned with

international standards. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Government pushes ML-1 rail

upgrade amid rising costs and revenue

gains

(mra) Pakistan’s government is moving forward with

the Main Line-1 (ML-1) railway upgradation project,

which aims to modernize rail infrastructure and

enhance revenue generation, according to statements

made in the National Assembly on March 21. A Chinese

technical team is expected to visit soon to support the

implementation of the project, with the Karachi–

Hyderabad section included in Package One of the

upgrade.

The ML-1 is Pakistan’s primary railway track, which

stretches from Karachi to Peshawar, covering a

distance of about 1,872 kilometers. The upgrade

project aims to modernize this crucial rail corridor,

improving its capacity and efficiency to boost

passenger and freight transportation. This project is

part of broader efforts under the China-Pakistan

Economic Corridor (CPEC) to improve infrastructure

and trade connectivity between the two nations.

The Minister of State for Railways reported that

Pakistan Railways has increased its revenue

significantly—from PKR 47.58 billion (USD 171.3

million) in 2019–20 to PKR 88.73 billion (USD 319.6

million) in 2023–24—largely through outsourcing

passenger services and improving operational

efficiency. Freight services are also being prioritized as

a revenue stream.

Track rehabilitation and safety works have been

completed in several divisions, while new projects for
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2025–26 will target routes such as Hyderabad–New

Chhor and Lahore–Rawalpindi. Following the Jaffar

Express attack, security in Balochistan has been

tightened, with additional fencing planned at Quetta

Railway Station.

Pakistan Railways has also leased out over 14,000

acres of land through competitive bidding, generating

PKR 13.5 billion (USD 48.6 million) over five years.

However, the agency continues to face major financial

strain. With 58,865 active employees and 121,078

pensioners, pay and pension obligations consume

nearly 70 percent of total revenue expenditure. Rising

diesel and utility costs further aggravate the shortfall,

complicating efforts to achieve financial sustainability.

[The News International]

Pakistan: Starlink gets temporary

approval to expand satellite Internet

access in underserved areas

(lm) Pakistan has granted temporary registration to

Elon Musk’s Starlink, marking a key step toward

launching satellite-based Internet services across the

country. The decision, described as a “milestone” by

Information Technology Minister Shaza Fatima

Khawaja, was made with consensus from all relevant

security and regulatory bodies.

Starlink, a subsidiary of SpaceX, has applied for a full

operating license and is expected to boost connectivity

in remote and underserved regions. The Pakistan

Telecommunication Authority (PTA) will oversee

licensing compliance and fee payments. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Security concerns escalate in

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

(afk/sn) Pakistan is facing escalating security threats in

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa as the Tehreek-e-Taliban

Pakistan (TTP) intensifies its attacks under a recently

announced "spring campaign." At least five police

officers were killed and six others wounded in multiple

attacks across the province in recent days. TTP has

claimed responsibility for over 80 attacks since mid-

March, targeting police and state infrastructure in the

mountainous region bordering Afghanistan.

Security incidents were reported in Dera Ismail Khan,

Swat, Charsadda, and Khyber, including the killing of a

policeman, injury to a Motorway Police official, and an
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attempted kidnapping of a soldier on leave, which was

thwarted by local villagers. In Charsadda, law

enforcement foiled an attack on a checkpoint and

killed a wanted militant. [Arab News 1]

In Dera Ismail Khan, ten militants and one captain of

Pakistan’s security forces were killed during an

intelligence-based operation on March 20. Authorities

recovered weapons and ammunition from the scene.

[ISPR 1]

The government of Upper South Waziristan imposed a

daytime curfew in three regions to restrict militant

movement and advised civilians to take alternate

routes due to road closures. [DAWN 1] [Arab News 2]

In a separate incident on March 22, A terrorist attack

on Pezo police station in Lakki Marwat was repelled by

police, forcing the assailants to flee. Similar attacks

have occurred across Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, including

in Peshawar and Lakki Marwat, with police successfully

defending multiple stations. Authorities praised the

swift response of security forces in preventing

casualties and damage. [DAWN 2]

Later the same day, Pakistani security forces thwarted

an infiltration attempt by 16 militants at the border

with Afghanistan in the general area of Ghulam Khan

Kallay, North Waziristan. Security forces eliminated

them after an intense exchange of fire, later calling on

the interim Afghan government to prevent terrorists

from using its soil for attacks. [ISPR 2]

Overall, more than 170 people—mostly security

personnel—have been killed in attacks in Khyber

Pakhtunkhwa and neighboring Balochistan this year.

The TTP-led violence is part of a broader resurgence of

militancy that claimed over 1,600 lives in Pakistan in

2024, according to the Center for Research and

Security Studies. Islamabad continues to accuse Kabul

of harboring militants operating across the border, an

allegation Afghanistan’s Taliban government denies.

Pakistan: Escalating violence and

crackdown in Balochistan as separatist

attacks and protests intensify

(lm/afk) On March 22, with escalating separatist

violence and political upheaval in Balochistan, eight

persons were murdered in separate incidents,

including four Punjab-based laborers and four police

officials. Unidentified gunmen shot four laborers in

Mangochar, Kalat district, raising suspicions of the

Baloch Liberation Army (BLA), which has previously
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attacked non-Baloch workers. Hours later, four police

officers were killed in an ambush in Nushki's

Ghareebabad neighborhood. [Dawn] [The News

International]

These strikes come after a devastating BLA-led

hijacking of the Jaffar Express train in Bolan earlier in

March, which killed over 30 civilians and security

personnel before security forces eliminated 33

terrorists. [see AiR No. 11, March/2025, 3]

Simultaneously, the Pakistani government has

intensified its crackdown on separatist activists.

Human rights campaigner Dr. Mahrang Baloch, a

prominent figure in the Baloch Yakjehti Committee

(BYC), was arrested and charged with terrorism,

sedition, and murder following a violent rally in Quetta

on March 21. The protest, led by BYC, was sparked by

allegations of arbitrary killings by security forces and

the denial of access to the bodies of militants killed

during the train hijacking operation. Police claim the

protest escalated into violence, while demonstrators

accuse security personnel of opening fire, resulting in

three deaths. Amnesty International condemned the

response, citing violations of human rights. [Arab News

1] [Arab News 2]

Dr. Baloch, who has long been an advocate for Baloch

rights, was detained under public order regulations

and remains in jail in Quetta. Her detention and the

broader crackdown highlight the increasing unrest in

Balochistan, where separatist groups accuse the

Pakistani government of systemic discrimination and

exploitation of the region's resources. The political

tension has also seen widespread protests, with the

BYC and other separatist factions calling for more

autonomy and an end to perceived state oppression.

[DAWN]

Pakistan: Lahore police propose steep rise

in traffic fines and vehicle taxes

(lm) Lahore police have proposed a new system to

scale traffic fines and introduce a Traffic Violation Point

System (TVPS) to enhance road safety. The proposal

includes up to a tenfold increase in fines depending on

vehicle type, with luxury vehicles facing the highest

penalties. Repeat offenders accumulating 29 or more

demerit points could face a one-year license

suspension. Additionally, the proposal calls for a 100

percent hike in annual taxes on personal vehicles to

encourage public transport use and reduce

congestion. The plan, which has been approved in
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principle, is awaiting final approval from the Punjab

government. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Escalating drought conditions

and urgent need for water resource

management

(afk/sn) Pakistan's Meteorological Department (PMD)

has issued a warning about the ongoing drought

conditions in Sindh, Punjab, and Balochistan,

predicting that these may worsen in the coming

months due to low rainfall, rising temperatures, and a

severe shortage of water in the country’s dams. The

PMD’s advisory highlighted that Pakistan has

experienced a 40 percent deficit in rainfall from

September 2024 to March 2025, with Sindh,

Balochistan, and Punjab facing deficits of 62 percent,

52 percent, and 38 percent, respectively.

The country is also grappling with a significant water

shortage, particularly in the Tarbela and Mangla dams,

while river levels are at critically low points. The PMD

noted that temperatures in the lower half of the

country during March were 2-3°C above normal. The

advisory cautioned that these conditions could lead to

an intensification of drought in various regions,

particularly in Sindh and parts of Balochistan and

Punjab.

Farmers in drought-prone areas are urged to stay

updated through the PMD website for the latest

information. The report also warned of a potential

“flash drought” as rainfall deficits and increasing

temperatures combine. With Pakistan’s agriculture

sector being the largest consumer of fresh water,

experts have been raising alarms about the country’s

approaching water scarcity, which could be further

exacerbated by the growing population and the

impacts of climate change.

The country's per capita water availability has

drastically decreased from 5,000 cubic meters in 1947

to just 1,000 cubic meters today. This decline,

combined with the nation's rapid population growth,

highlights the urgent need for intervention on water-

related issues. [Arab News 1]

In response to these growing challenges, Prime

Minister Shehbaz Sharif has called on Pakistanis to

preserve water resources and glaciers. Speaking on

World Water Day, Sharif stressed the importance of

sustainable freshwater management systems and

emphasized the need for enhanced transboundary

water cooperation, given that more than 75 percent of
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Pakistan's water resources lie outside its borders. The

country, home to nearly 13,000 glaciers, is facing

significant water disruptions as around 10,000 of these

glaciers are receding, which could lead to flooding and

further contribute to global sea level rise. Sharif also

highlighted the rapid loss of wetlands, which are

depleting at three times the rate of forests, as another

major environmental concern. [Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Health challenges and ongoing

efforts in disease eradication

(afk/lm/sn) Despite optimistic reports from health

officials regarding progress in disease control, Pakistan

faces persistent challenges in the fight against polio,

mpox, Hepatitis C, and measles.

The National Emergency Operations Center (NEOC)

and the Prime Minister's Office reported a positive

trend in polio eradication efforts during a donor

briefing on March 20, 2025. In 2024, Pakistan saw 74

confirmed cases of polio, with six more cases reported

in the first quarter of 2025. Although officials

highlighted better coordination with provinces and

international partners, concerns remain as poliovirus

continues to be detected in environmental samples

from 18 districts, indicating ongoing transmission.

In response, the government will launch a statewide

immunization campaign targeting 45.4 million children

from April 21 to 27. The Prime Minister’s Focal Person

for Polio Eradication, Ayesha Raza Farooq, stressed the

importance of regular immunization coverage and

commended the support from global organizations like

UNICEF, WHO, and the Gates Foundation. [Arab News

1] [DAWN]

In addition to polio, Pakistan has also reported its first

case of mpox in Sindh in 2025, marking the fifth case of

the year. The patient, from Malir District, has been

isolated, and health authorities are working to prevent

further spread of the disease, which is transmitted

through close contact and presents flu-like symptoms

with lesions. This follows eight cases of mpox reported

in 2024, with high-risk groups such as children,

pregnant women, and immunocompromised

individuals being particularly vulnerable. [Arab News 2]

In parallel, POime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has also

urged greater efforts to eradicate Hepatitis C,

emphasizing coordination between federal and

provincial governments. Sharif highlighted the success

of a pilot project in Gilgit-Baltistan that provides free

treatment, but lamented the previous halt of the
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program in 2018. Pakistan aims to eliminate Hepatitis

C by 2030, with strong support from both domestic

and international stakeholders. [The Express Tribune

1]

Additionally, Pakistan continues to battle a measles

epidemic in Sindh, where 17 children have died

between January and March 2025, and over 1,100

individuals have been affected by the disease. The

spread is largely attributed to low vaccination rates,

with health experts urging the public to ensure

children are vaccinated. Pakistan’s Expanded

Programme on Immunization (EPI) offers free

immunization to children aged nine to 15 months,

which remains essential to combating this highly

contagious viral illness. [The Express Tribune 2]

Seychelles: Cabinet approves construction

industry regulations and private-public

partnership initiatives

(db) On March 19, President Wavel Ramkalawan

chaired a cabinet meeting that approved key

regulatory reforms in the construction sector and

introduced new mechanisms to facilitate public-private

partnerships (PPPs).

In line with the Seychelles Construction Professionals

Council Act 2022, the cabinet adopted rules mandating

registration for construction companies and workers

through a structured, multi-stage registration process

starting in 2026. The regulations will also introduce

complaint handling, investigative procedures, and

disciplinary measures. A new occupational category of

'technician' will be added, and the mandate of the

Interim Council has been extended until October 2025.

Registration frameworks will apply to both domestic

and foreign professionals, and a public transparency

register will be created.

To address land and workspace shortages for small

businesses, the cabinet approved a standardized

Private-Public Partnership (PPP) Agreement Tender Kit.

Proposed by the Ministry of Investment,

Entrepreneurship & Industry, the PPP kits will be used

in pilot projects such as micro-enterprise centers in

Perseverance and Au Cap. They aim to clarify roles,

finances, and evaluation criteria, encourage private

investment, and support national economic

diversification.

The cabinet was also briefed by the Islands

Development Company (IDC) on its operations across

17 islands. The update covered both profitable islands

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jdr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jdr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jdy/


like Desroches and Ile Plate and those running at a

deficit. Focus areas included infrastructure

development, air and marine transport, green tourism,

aquaculture, and renewable energy. The cabinet

acknowledged administrative deficiencies in IDC’s

financial planning and compliance and called for

restructuring, forensic investigations, and tighter

oversight.

Lastly, the government discussed environmental

protection efforts on islands including Gran Barb,

Poivre, and Remire, emphasizing the need for legal and

financial reform in managing conservation initiatives.

[Office of the President of the Republic of Seychelles]

Seychelles: New AfCFTA strategy aims to

boost local business access to African

markets

(lm) Seychelles has approved a national

implementation strategy for the African Continental

Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), which aims to enhance local

businesses’ participation in African markets. The

strategy, endorsed by the Cabinet, was developed with

technical support from the United Nations Economic

Commission for Africa.

According to the trade division, the plan will help local

firms diversify their products and adopt more effective

marketing approaches to better compete regionally.

Officials emphasized that while Seychelles already

benefits from its AfCFTA membership, a national

strategy is necessary to fully leverage trade

opportunities across the continent. [Seychelles Nation]

Sri Lanka: Parliament passes 2025 budget

with amendments by wide margin

(lm) Sri Lanka’s Parliament on March 21 passed the

third reading of the 2025 national budget with

amendments, securing a majority of 114 votes. A total

of 159 Members of Parliament voted in favor, while 45

opposed the budget. [Daily Mirror 1]

The budget allocates significant funds for defense and

infrastructure but also reveals troubling cuts to social

welfare. A key highlight is the increased defense

spending despite the absence of armed conflict in the

country for the last 15 years, raising concerns over the

prioritization of military expenditure over essential

sectors like healthcare and education.
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The budget proposes a 23 percent increase in total

revenue, largely driven by tax reforms, including an

increase in the tax-free threshold for personal income

tax and the removal of VAT on essential food items.

However, it introduces new VAT on digital services and

increased corporate taxes on cigarettes, alcohol, and

gaming. Government expenditure is set to rise by 17

percent, with notable investments in infrastructure,

energy, digital transformation, and education. The

government has also announced plans to implement

the Sri Lanka Unique Digital Identification system and

expanded digital payment systems, reflecting its

commitment to modernization.

While the agriculture sector will receive a focus on

climate resilience and modernization, the government

also plans a National Export Development Plan to

stimulate economic growth. However, the fiscal deficit

of 6.7 percent exceeds the IMF's 5.2 percent target,

signaling difficulties in reconciling fiscal consolidation

with growth ambitions. Experts note that the country’s

reliance on the IMF’s austerity measures may constrain

significant policy changes.

In addition to these economic plans, the budget

includes infrastructure developments such as the

reconstruction of key transport facilities and continued

investment in tourism. The government also aims to

support Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) through

a new Development Bank and allocated funds for

innovation commercialization. [Daily Mirror 2]

Despite these efforts, concerns persist regarding the

increasing military budget and the limited focus on

addressing the historical grievances of marginalized

communities, especially the Tamil population. The

budget fails to address the painful legacy of

infrastructure projects like the redevelopment of the

Jaffna Library and the Vadduvaakkal Bridge, which are

seen as symbolic of the unaddressed injustices from

Sri Lanka's civil conflict. [Tamil Guardian]

Sri Lanka: Investigations and legal

setbacks for Rajapaksa family

(lm/pn) Sri Lanka’s Criminal Investigations Department

(CID) has been directed to investigate former First Lady

Shiranthi Rajapaksa over two controversial land

transactions. Shiranthi is the wife of former President

Mahinda Rajapaksa, who served as President from

2005 to 2015 and remains an influential political figure.

Deputy Minister Mahinda Jayasinghe informed

Parliament on March 21 that the investigation
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concerns land linked to the Mahinda Rajapaksa

Spiritual Foundation. According to Jayasinghe, one

property allegedly purchased for LKR 500,000 (USD

1,700) was later sold for LKR 10 million (USD 34,000),

while another plot in Ihala Imbulgoda was sold for LKR

12 million (USD 40,800) after being acquired for LKR 1

million (USD 3,400). Both properties are reportedly

registered under Shiranthi Rajapaksa, with Carlton

House in Tangalle listed as her residence. [Daily Mirror]

In parallel, former President Mahinda Rajapaksa has

faced a legal setback following the dismissal of his

petition by Sri Lanka’s Supreme Court. The petition

challenged the government's decision to significantly

reduce his security detail, from over 350 personnel to

60, a change he argued put his safety at risk due to

threats from his involvement in ending Sri Lanka’s civil

conflict in 2009. [The Island] [Ada derana]

The court ruled to dismiss the case on March 19,

signaling a government-backed stance to reduce public

expenditure and curtail special privileges for former

leaders. Rajapaksa’s legal troubles extend beyond

security, as he also faces the potential removal from

his official residence, a move that opposition parties

view as politically motivated. [The Week]

Sri Lanka: Former IGP Deshabandu

Tennakoon remanded over Weligama

shooting incident

(lm) Former Inspector General of Police (IGP)

Deshabandu Tennakoon has been further remanded

until April 3 by the Matara Magistrate’s Court. This

development follows his appearance in court on March

20 after weeks of evading authorities. Tennakoon had

been on the run since February, after failing to appear

for questioning related to the Weligama shooting

incident of December 31, 2023. [Daily Mirror 1]

The incident involved a team from the Colombo Crimes

Division (CCD) attempting to apprehend underworld

figure Nadun Chinthaka Wickremaratne, also known as

"Harak Kata." However, due to a lack of coordination,

Weligama police, unaware of the CCD operation,

mistook the officers for threats and opened fire. The

resulting shootout left two CCD officers injured and

one police sergeant dead. The failed coordination

triggered arrest orders for Tennakoon and seven CCD

officers, alongside a travel ban on Tennakoon.

The Criminal Investigation Department (CID) intensified

its search for Tennakoon in March, questioning his wife

and son and searching his Hokandara residence. The
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Court of Appeal rejected Tennakoon’s attempt to stay

his arrest and upheld the Matara Magistrate’s warrant,

directing the police to proceed with the arrest.[AiR No.

11, March/2025, 3]

In related developments, six CCD officers linked to the

incident surrendered to the Matara Magistrate’s Court

and were granted bail. Each officer was released on

two sureties of LKR 200,000 (approximately USD 720).

[Daily Mirror 2]

Meanwhile, the Court of Appeal extended a previous

order to maintain the status quo for former CCD

Director Neville de Silva, temporarily shielding him

from arrest. However, this protection does not apply to

other petitioners in the same case, as warrants have

already been issued against them. The next hearing on

de Silva’s writ application is scheduled for March 26.

[Daily Mirror 3]

Sri Lanka: Former CID chief’s petition

against Easter Sunday attacks probe to be

heard in October

(lm) Sri Lanka’s Supreme Court has scheduled October

16 to hear a Fundamental Rights (FR) petition filed by

former Criminal Investigation Department (CID)

Director Shani Abeysekara. In the petition, Abeysekara

seeks to prevent his arrest in connection with

allegations raised at the Kuliyapitiya Magistrate's

Court, which accuse him of serious omissions that

allegedly enabled the 2019 Easter Sunday terrorist

attacks.

Abeysekara also requested the court to issue an order

barring former President Gotabaya Rajapaksa, in his

former capacity as Minister of Defence, from issuing a

detention order under Section 9(1) of the Prevention of

Terrorism Act (PTA) in relation to the same case.

The petition follows a B-report filed on February 10,

2022, by Chief Inspector Lalitha Dissanayake, which

implicated Abeysekara in alleged lapses leading up to

the coordinated bombings.

The Easter Sunday attacks were a series of coordinated

suicide bombings that took place on April 21, 2019,

targeting churches and hotels in Colombo, Negombo,

and Batticaloa, killing over 260 people and injuring

hundreds. The attacks were carried out by Islamist

extremists and are considered one of the deadliest

terrorist incidents in Sri Lanka’s history. [Daily Mirror]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jhj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jhj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jht/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jhi/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jhd/


Sri Lanka: Former CJ Jayantha Jayasuriya

appointed as Permanent Representative

to UN

(lm) Sri Lanka’s Committee on High Posts has approved

several key diplomatic nominations, including the

appointment of former Chief Justice Jayantha

Chandrasiri Jayasuriya as the Permanent

Representative of Sri Lanka to the United Nations in

New York.

Additionally, the committee approved Ratnayake

Mudiyanselage Mahinda Dasa Ratnayake as Sri Lanka's

Ambassador to Cuba, Professor Pivithuru Janak

Kumarasinghe as Ambassador to Japan, and

Senadheera Dumunnage Nimal Upali Senadheera as

High Commissioner to the United Kingdom. [Daily

Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Over 400 local government

nominations rejected

(lm) Sri Lanka’s Election Commission has confirmed

that approximately 425 nomination papers for the

upcoming local government elections – scheduled for

May 6 – have been rejected, primarily due to failures in

meeting mandatory requirements for youth and

female representation. A total of 2,900 nomination lists

were submitted between March 17 and noon on March

20 across 25 districts, with around 2,260 of them

submitted by political parties.

According to the Election Commission, the rejections

stemmed largely from complications in fulfilling the

requirements of the Local Government Elections

(Amendment) Act No. 17 of 2017. This law mandates a

minimum of 25 percent youth representation and 50

percent female candidates in the proportionate

representation segment of each nomination list. Many

nominations lacked proper documentation—such as

certified birth certificates to prove candidates'

eligibility by age—and were submitted at the last

minute, leaving no room for correction. [Daily Mirror 1]

[Daily Mirror 2]

The Election Commission emphasized that returning

officers in each district hold sole authority to accept or

reject submissions, and the commission itself cannot

intervene. Those affected can challenge the rejections

through legal channels. Notably, even major political

parties had lists rejected under these rules, including a

high-profile case involving a German woman who

attempted to run in Matale District. [Daily Mirror 3]
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Sri Lanka: Inland Revenue Amendment

Bill passed, reduces tax on IT service

exports to 15 percent

(lm) Sri Lanka’s Parliament has approved the Inland

Revenue (Amendment) Bill, which reduces the tax rate

on IT service exports from 30 percent to 15 percent.

The bill was passed without a vote on March 20.

According to Deputy Finance Minister Harshana

Sooriyaperuma, the reduction fulfills a previous

agreement made by the former government with the

International Monetary Fund (IMF), which had

proposed a 30 percent tax. Opposition MPs, however,

criticized the government for backtracking on earlier

promises to keep tax on IT service exports at zero.

[Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: CIF files second bribery

complaint over misuse of pilot vessel

(lm) The Civil Intelligence Front (CIF) has submitted a

second complaint to the Bribery Commission regarding

the alleged misuse of a high-tech pilot vessel, acquired

in 2019 with Japanese assistance for Trincomalee Port.

The vessel, which was used for an unauthorized

private trip, was involved in an accident that led to a

government loss exceeding LKR 260 million

(approximately USD 1.3 million).

The CIF's convenor, Sanjaya Mahawatte, previously

filed the first complaint on January 6, but reported no

progress despite an acknowledgment from the

Commission on February 10. Mahawatte expressed

frustration over the lack of action, stating that the

investigation has stalled, and key evidence is being

concealed.

The accused, including Ghanaka Hemachandra, the

Managing Director of the Sri Lanka Ports Authority

(SLPA), are allegedly involved in efforts to cover up the

incident. The damaged vessel’s non-operation has

forced the Port Authority to rely on tugboats,

increasing operational costs. The Port Authority now

faces additional expenses for diesel, estimated at LKR

25 to 30 million (approximately USD 120,000 to USD

150,000) annually, as tugboats use significantly more

fuel than the high-tech vessel.

Mahawatte called for the removal of the accused

officials from their positions and urged full cooperation
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with the investigation to prevent further financial

losses to the government. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Court acquits former MP Udaya

Gammanpila in share transaction case

(lm) The Colombo High Court has acquitted former

Member of Parliament and Pivithuru Hela Urumaya

(PHU) political party leader, Udaya Gammanpila, along

with co-accused Sydney Jayasinghe, in a case involving

the alleged misappropriation of LKR 21 million (USD

68,100). The case centered on a fraudulent share

transaction related to the sale of shares of a company

involved in the business of providing nominee services

to another businessman.

The Attorney General had filed an indictment against

Gammanpila and Jayasinghe, accusing them of

misappropriating funds through the sale. However, the

court ruled in their favor, ordering their acquittal and

release. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Tourism Advisory Committee

draws criticism for lack of female

representation

(lm) The Sri Lankan Tourism Ministry has come under

public scrutiny after appointing a 13-member Tourism

Advisory Committee with no female representation.

Announced officially on March 21, the committee was

formed under Section 32(1) of the Tourism Act No. 38

of 2005 and is chaired by Dileep Mudadeniya, Senior

Vice President of John Keells Holdings. Although

SriLankan Airlines CEO Richard Nuttall was on the

preliminary list, his name did not appear in the final

version.

The announcement has sparked widespread criticism

on social media, with business leaders and the public

questioning the exclusion of women despite their

significant contributions to the tourism industry. Past

advisory committees included at least one female

member.

Tourism Minister Vijitha Herath, who formally

introduced the committee alongside Deputy Minister

Prof. Ruwan Ranasinghe, defended the formation as a

strategic move to leverage expertise and innovation to

advance Sri Lanka’s global tourism standing. However,

the gender imbalance has raised concerns over the

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jky/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jkj/


ministry’s commitment to inclusive representation in

policymaking. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Healthcare strikes continue

(pn) Sri Lanka has witnessed a series of strikes by

healthcare professionals in response to budget cuts

and inadequacies in salary adjustments. The strikes,

organized by multiple unions, have led to tensions

between the government and healthcare workers, with

both sides firmly standing their ground.

The Federation of Health Professionals (FHP) recently

launched a 24-hour token strike, which the

government criticized, remarking that they are holding

innocent patients and citizens hostage. Health Minister

Dr. Nalinda Jayatissa stated, “It is unjust to use trade

union action for political purposes at the expense of

the public.” He emphasized that significant salary

increases had already been granted, including an 80

percent rise in annual salary increments and higher

overtime allowances. [Daily News]

President Anura Kumara Dissanayake also criticized

the strikes, highlighting that the government had

implemented the largest salary increase in history

despite economic constraints. The president’s remarks

came during a meeting with the Public Services United

Nurses Union (PSUNU). He reiterated that public sector

salary revisions aimed to enhance efficiency and

attract skilled professionals while ensuring financial

sustainability. [The Island Online]

Despite government assurances, approximately 30,000

public sector health employees, including nurses,

paramedics, and laboratory technicians, staged

nationwide protests on March 17 and 18. Their primary

demand was the restoration of previous overtime and

holiday pay rates, which had been reduced under the

2025 budget presented by the Janatha Vimukthi

Peramuna/National People’s Power (JVP/NPP)

government.

Previous strikes by doctors and allied health workers

were temporarily suspended following government

assurances of discussions.  Many workers remained

dissatisfied, arguing that promises were made to

suppress health worker actions. Healthcare workers

argue that their salaries still fail to match the rising

cost of living. Many believe union leaders have

compromised their interests by aligning too closely

with the government. Some workers, frustrated by

limited results from union actions, have even proposed

forming independent alliances to continue their fight
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for better wages and working conditions. [World

Socialist Web Site]

Sri Lanka: Loss of GSP+ with EU could cost

USD 1.23 billion in exports, threaten

nearly 74,000 jobs

(lm) A new study by the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS)

warns that Sri Lanka risks losing up to USD 1.23 billion

in exports if its Generalised Scheme of Preferences

Plus (GSP+) benefits from the European Union (EU) are

withdrawn. The GSP+ is a preferential tariff scheme

that allows developing countries to export goods to the

EU at reduced or zero duties, provided they adhere to

core international human rights, labor, environmental,

and governance conventions.

The IPS report, titled "Who Stands to Lose? The Effects

of GSP+ Withdrawal on Sri Lanka’s Exports and Labour

Force," estimates that the absence of GSP+ would

cause a 36.7 percent drop in Sri Lanka’s exports to the

EU. Key sectors such as wearing apparel and high-tech

exports like transformers would be especially hard hit.

The apparel industry, in particular, could face tariff

increases of nearly 10 percentage points, affecting

more than 13 percent of its workforce.

The study also highlights the broader impact on

employment, particularly in the formal manufacturing

sector. Up to 73,574 workers could become vulnerable

to job losses, 65.65 percent of whom are women and

low- or medium-skilled workers. Many of these jobs

are currently linked to EU imports under the GSP+

framework.

The authors caution that while Sri Lanka may

eventually become ineligible for GSP+ as it progresses

economically, losing the benefits prematurely—before

the economy is robust enough to absorb the shock—

would significantly undermine export diversification,

industrial stability, and labor security. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Expectations for Central Bank

to maintain current rates in upcoming

policy meeting

(lm) Observers expect the Central Bank of Sri Lanka to

keep its overnight policy rate (OPR) unchanged at its

upcoming policy meeting this week, following its

decision to leave the rate at 8.00 percent during its

January meeting. This decision was based on limited

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jkh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jkh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-jkk/


price pressures, deflationary conditions, and the

recovery of the economy, which was growing robustly.

[Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Exports reach USD 1.38 billion 

in February, marking 4.62 percent YoY

growth

(lm) Sri Lanka’s export sector continued its growth

momentum in February, with total exports reaching

USD 1.38 billion, reflecting a 4.62 percent year-on-year

(YoY) increase. Merchandise exports increased by 3.9

percent to USD 1.06 billion, driven by strong

performance in agricultural shipments, while industrial

exports remained stable. Services exports surged by

24.37 percent YoY to USD 326.1 million, led by

ICT/BPM, construction, financial services, and transport

and logistics.

Among Sri Lanka's key export categories, coconut-

based products experienced notable growth, with

coconut kernel, fibre, and shell products rising by

20.93 percent. Coconut oil and milk powder exports

jumped significantly by 57.42 percent and 77.88

percent, respectively. The spice and essential oils

sector saw a 64.98 percent increase, particularly driven

by pepper, cinnamon, and cloves. The boatbuilding

sector also saw extraordinary growth, with exports

surging by 18,300 percent. Additionally, ICT exports

climbed by 32.14 percent to USD 141.89 million, and

logistics and transport services rose 34.91 percent to

USD 170.47 million.

However, tea exports, which account for 12 percent of

merchandise exports, dropped by 6.52 percent YoY to

USD 119.41 million, primarily due to a significant

decline in bulk tea sales. Other sectors, including

rubber products, food and beverages, and seafood,

also experienced declines, with seafood exports

suffering a sharp 34.24 percent drop.

Sri Lanka’s main export markets, including India,

Germany, the Netherlands, and China, recorded

growth, while exports to the US, though still the top

export destination, fell by 3.63 percent in February.

The country aims to reach an ambitious export

revenue target of USD 19 billion for 2025, with

merchandise exports expected to reach USD 14 billion

and services exports projected at USD 4.2 billion. The

long-term target is to increase export earnings to USD

36 billion by 2030, with a focus on goods and services

exports. [Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Transshipment decline at Port

of Colombo continues

Transshipment volumes at the Port of Colombo–the

largest and busiest port in Sri Lanka, serving as a key

transshipment hub for containerized cargo in South

Asia–declined for the second consecutive month in

February, dropping 9.2 percent year-on-year (YoY) to

479,942 twenty-foot equivalent units (TEUs). This

follows the withdrawal of key shipping services due to

congestion at the port. The congestion worsened last

year after Sri Lanka Customs increased inspections to

meet revenue targets.

The port’s overall container throughput also fell by 6.1

percent YoY in February. The Colombo International

Container Terminal saw a 14.2 percent drop in

handling, while the South Asia Gateway Terminal

experienced a 3.8 percent increase.

Despite these declines, the government is investing in

capacity expansions, with the Adani-led West

Container Terminal expected to ease congestion.

Meanwhile, the total cargo handled at the port reached

8,087,857 tons, a 16.6 percent YoY decrease. Domestic

imports of containerized cargo saw an 8.1 percent YoY

increase, driven by demand for iron and steel. [Daily

Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government loses over USD

4.44 million due to frauds in vehicle

registration process

(lm) The Sri Lankan government has suffered a loss of

over LKR 1 billion due to fraudulent practices within

the vehicle registration process. A report from the

Committee on Public Accounts (COPA) revealed that

the government incurred a loss of LKR 78.15 million

(USD 242,000) from the failure to charge proper fees

for the registration of 296 motorcycles with engine

capacities between 201 and 450 cc.

Additionally, 3,088 motorcycles were registered

without the necessary Cabinet approval or required

legal documentation. The committee also uncovered

fraudulent activities involving the issuance of vehicle

registration certificates using the engine and chassis

numbers of illegally imported vehicles. This

malpractice led to a loss of LKR 1.2 billion (USD 3.7

million).

Further inquiries showed that vacant vehicle

registration numbers were fraudulently issued,
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resulting in a loss of LKR 6.2 million (USD 19,000).

Misuse of diplomatic vehicle registration numbers to

register other vehicles contributed to a financial loss of

LKR 122 million (USD 370,000).

In response to these findings, COPA recommended

disciplinary action against the responsible officials and

urged relevant legal authorities to address criminal

activities related to these irregularities. The committee

also called for monthly reviews of the progress on

these actions. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: First cable car project to launch

by year-end

(lm) Sri Lanka’s first cable car project, covering a

distance of 1.8 kilometers between the Ambuluwawa

Religious and Biodiversity Complex and the summit of

Ambuluwawa Hill in Gampola, is expected to be

completed by the end of this year. This project, a joint

venture between Chinese and American investors, is

set to become operational in phases, with the first

phase slated for completion in October 2025 – 18 years

after the feasibility study for the cable car project was

conducted. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: MP Namal Rajapaksa criticizes

arrests of military deserters

(lm) Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP)

parliamentarian Namal Rajapaksa, the son of former

President Mahinda Rajapaksa, has criticized the

government’s decision to arrest all deserters from the

security forces over alleged links to the underworld,

calling it unreasonable. Speaking in Parliament on

March 20, Rajapaksa argued that not all deserters

should be treated as criminals and that each case

should be assessed individually.

He acknowledged that while some former military

personnel may be involved in wrongdoing, applying

blanket arrests was unjust. Rajapaksa urged the

government to allow deserters to legally discharge and

proposed the creation of a monitoring mechanism to

manage such cases more fairly. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Major human smuggling racket

busted
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(lm) The Department of Immigration and Emigration

(DIE) in Sri Lanka has uncovered a significant human

smuggling operation involving Bangladeshi nationals

attempting to migrate to European destinations.

Ten Bangladeshi nationals were arrested from a

guesthouse on March 24 for overstaying their tourist

visas. The group, all male and aged between 20 and 30,

had entered Sri Lanka in early February with a 30-day

on-arrival visa but remained in the country for 15 extra

days after their visas expired. The group is believed to

have traveled from India with plans to transit through

Dubai before continuing to Europe.

This operation is part of a broader trend driven by

political instability in Bangladesh, which has led to a

surge in migration attempts to Europe via neighboring

countries such as India, Sri Lanka, and the Middle East.

In 2024, DIE arrested 106 Bangladeshi nationals for

similar offenses, and another 294 individuals were

ordered to leave Sri Lanka. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Air Force launches probe after

Chinese K-8 trainer jet crashes during

training

A Chinese-made K-8 trainer jet of the Sri Lanka Air

Force (SLAF) crashed during a training exercise on the

morning of March 21. The aircraft, assigned to the No.

05 Fighter Squadron and used for advanced pilot

training, had departed from the Katunayake Air Force

Base. Both the Chief Training Instructor Pilot and the

Trainee Pilot safely ejected with parachutes and landed

near Minuwangate College in Padeniya. They were

subsequently admitted to the Kurunegala Teaching

Hospital for treatment.

In response, Air Force Commander Air Marshal Bandu

Edirisinghe has appointed a seven-member Special

Investigation Committee to determine the cause of the

crash. While initial reports had suggested the aircraft

took off from the China Bay Base in Trincomalee, SLAF

later confirmed it had flown from Katunayake. [Daily

Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror 2]
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Brunei: Home Affairs Ministry launches

competency framework for village leaders

(ga) The Ministry of Home Affairs has introduced a

human resource competency framework for

community leaders and village heads to enhance their

leadership capabilities. Launched by Minister

Ahmaddin Abdul Rahman, the framework ensures that

local leaders are equipped to represent the

government, engage with communities, and oversee

village welfare, safety, and well-being.

It consists of core, leadership, and functional

competencies, enabling the identification of individual

strengths and the implementation of training

programs for skill development. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Parliament approves BND 6.35

billion budget amid rising deficits

(ga) The Legislative Council (LegCo), Brunei’s

parliament, has approved a BND 6.35 billion (USD 4.76

billion) budget for the 2025/2026 fiscal year, a slight

increase from the previous year's allocation of BND

6.25 billion. Despite this, the government anticipates a

budget deficit of approximately BND 3.1 billion (USD

2.3 billion) due to lower projected revenues.

For the 2023/2024 fiscal year, government revenue

stood at BND 3.69 billion (USD 2.7 billion), marking a

sharp 41.8 percent decline from the previous year's

BND 6.35 billion (USD 4.7 billion). This drop was

primarily driven by reduced earnings from the oil and

gas sector, which fell to BND 2.73 billion (USD 2 billion).
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For 2025/2026, revenue is projected at BND 3.26 billion

(UD 2.44 billion), with BND 2.45 billion (USD 1.8 billion)

expected from the oil and gas sector and BND 802.24

million (USD 601 million) from non-oil sources. The

actual deficit may fluctuate based on oil production,

global prices, and exchange rates. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Minister addresses labor turnover

and industrial development

(ga) Brunei’s private sector faces ongoing labor

turnover challenges as employees seek better salaries,

career growth, and improved work environments. This

was highlighted by Minister at the Prime Minister’s

Office and Minister of Finance and Economy II Amin

Liew Abdullah during the 21st Legislative Council

(LegCo) meeting on March 20.

An employer-based survey (EBS) conducted by the

Manpower Planning and Employment Council (MPEC)

found that over 60 percent of employers struggle to

retain local workers, while 35 percent cited employees

resigning without notice.

To mitigate this, companies have improved work

conditions, increased salaries, and introduced

employee recognition initiatives. The government has

also implemented the Employment (Minimum Wage)

Order 2025, benefiting local employees in seven

industries, with salaries adjusted above BND 500 (USD

375) per month. [Borneo Bulletin 1]

Meanwhile, addressing funding concerns in

government operations, Minister Amin Liew clarified

that each ministry and department is allocated funds

for their respective responsibilities, with emergency

funding available for unforeseen incidents.

Regarding industrial development, the Brunei

Economic Development Board (BEDB) reported an

overall 61 percent occupancy rate for industrial sites,

with ready-built factories (RBF) at 81 percent

occupancy. While Tutong’s Serambangun Industrial

Park has a 75 percent occupancy rate, other sites in

Tutong and Temburong remain underutilized. As a

result, no immediate plans for new industrial zones are

in place, though land has been earmarked for future

development if demand increases. [Borneo Bulletin 2]

Brunei: February 2025 CPI rises 0.01

percent year-on-year
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(ga) In February 2025, Brunei's overall Consumer Price

Index (CPI) increased by 0.01 percent year-on-year,

reaching 106.25 compared to 106.24 in February 2024.

The Food and Non-Alcoholic Beverages index declined

by 0.7 percent, while the Non-Food index rose by 0.2

percent. Goods recorded a 0.1 percent increase,

whereas Services saw a 0.1 percent decrease.

On a month-on-month basis, the CPI rose by 0.3

percent from January 2025. The Food and Non-

Alcoholic Beverages index increased by 0.1 percent,

and the Non-Food index by 0.3 percent. However, the

cumulative CPI for January–February 2025 declined by

0.2 percent compared to the same period in 2024.

Sector-wise, clothing and footwear saw the highest

year-on-year increase at 9.4 percent, followed by

restaurants and hotels (0.5 percent) and recreation

and culture (0.6 percent). Conversely, transport

recorded a 1.3 percent decline, mainly due to lower

airfares and motor vehicle prices, while food and non-

alcoholic beverages fell by 0.7 percent due to declines

in meat, seafood, and dairy product prices. [Brunei

Department of Economic Planning and Statistics]

Brunei: Police arrest foreign national in

BND 240,000 Macau scam bust

(ga) The Royal Brunei Police Force (RBPF) has arrested

a foreign national linked to a Macau Scam syndicate

responsible for over BND 240,000 (USD 180,000) in

fraud. The suspect was apprehended on March 12 by

the Cyber Crime Investigation Division (BSJS) of the

Criminal Investigation Department (JSJ), following an

investigation into fraudulent activities that took place

between November 2024 and March 2025.

The syndicate operated by impersonating bank officers

and police officials, deceiving victims into believing

their bank accounts were involved in criminal activities.

Victims were pressured into disclosing personal details

and transferring money under the pretense of security

verification.

Authorities linked the suspect to 38 fraud cases and

identified 42 local phone numbers used in the scheme.

Seized evidence included equipment and financial

records, with some illicit funds successfully traced. The

suspect faces charges under Section 420 of the Penal

Code, Chapter 22, which carries a maximum penalty of

seven years in prison and a fine. [Borneo Bulletin]
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Cambodia: Government dismisses former

opposition leader’s plan to create exile

resistance structure

(dql) The Cambodian government has dismissed

former opposition leader Sam Rainsy’s attempt to form

a National Resistance Council (NRC), calling it futile and

unimportant.

The statement comes after the NRC, established

abroad by Rainsy and the National Rescue Congress in

Paris, announced on March 22 that Sam Raimsy was

asked to create a democratic resistance structure in

response to Cambodia's ongoing crises.

Senate President Hun Sen recently emphasized the

ruling Cambodian People's Party’s approach to

countering extremist threats with a “rise one, strike

one” strategy, which ensures swift responses to any

attempts to destabilize the government. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Prime minister reassures

commitment to public sector reform

(dql) Prime Minister Hun Manet reaffirmed his

government’s commitment to public sector reform,

emphasizing transparency and accountability.

Speaking at the Ministry of Civil Service’s annual

meeting, he underscored in strong the importance of

reform for Cambodia’s survival and growth, saying: “If

we reform, we survive; if we don’t, we perish.”

Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Civil Service

Hun Many – the prime minister’s brother – stressed the

importance of a capable, efficient, and transparent

public administration to drive Cambodia’s socio-

economic development. He also emphasized the value

of a transparent recruitment process.

As of January 2025, Cambodia has 232,034 civil

servants, including 96,969 women, with 54,585 at the

national level and 177,449 at the subnational level.

[Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Candlelight Party officials

taken into custody for incitement

(sal) Three senior officials from the non-parliamentary

opposition Candlelight Party have been detained by

the Anti-Cybercrimes Department under the Ministry
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of Interior for allegedly damaging the government's

reputation on social media.

The authorities cited for the arrest posting offensive

comments on social media, insulting Senate President

Hun Sen by likening him to former Philippine President

Rodrigo Duterte, who was detained under an order

from the International Criminal Court. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Declining forests threaten

indigenous livelihoods

(mfr) Indigenous communities in Cambodia warn that

deforestation is endangering their livelihoods by

reducing access to non-timber forest products, which

are essential for food, medicine, and income. The issue

was raised during the International Day of Forests

2025 event in Phnom Penh, organized by seven civil

society groups.

Participants urged authorities to grant more freedom

for indigenous groups and activists to patrol forests

without restrictions, as they often face official

resistance, and called for improved forest monitoring.

[Khmer Times]

According to Global Forest Watch, an online platform

that provides real-time data and monitoring tools to

track deforestation and forest changes worldwide,

Cambodia lost 1.44 million hectares of humid primary

forest between 2002 and 2023. This accounts for 51

percent of its total tree cover loss during this period

and resulted in a 34 percent decline in the country's

total humid primary forest area. [Global Forest Watch]

For a discussion of corruption in the context of illegal

logging as key driver of deforestation, see [Mongabay].

Cambodia: Government reports success in

irrigation of drought affected rice fields

(mfr) The Ministry of Water Resources and

Meteorology announced that nearly all 93,583 hectares

of drought-affected rice fields across 17 provinces and

Phnom Penh have been irrigated since December

2023. Of these, 93,133 hectares received water

through intervention efforts using 173 pumps 169

mobile, and four stationary consuming 344,480 liters

of fuel. The nationwide dry-season rice cultivation

exceeded expectations, reaching 907,035 hectares

compared to the initial plan of 535,600 hectares.
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The National Committee for Disaster Management

(NCDM) reported that while irrigation efforts helped

prevent widespread losses, some areas experienced

yield declines. In February, drought affected 99,289

hectares of rice and 1,557 hectares of other crops, with

85,951 hectares receiving assistance and 5,672

hectares still under intervention. However, 7,735

hectares suffered damage across nine provinces.

Continued irrigation support is needed until the

harvest is complete, as some regions exceeded

planned cultivation levels.

With the 2025 rainy season expected to begin in May,

bringing above-average rainfall, authorities continue

working closely with sub-national officials, donors, and

local communities to ensure water security. [The

Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Significant growth in financial

and banking reported

(sal) Cambodia's financial and banking sector saw

significant growth in 2024, with total bank deposits

reaching USD 57 billion, a 16 percent increase

compared to 2023. However, loan growth slowed

considerably, rising by just 3 percent over the same

period.

According to the Cambodian Microfinance Association

(CMA), the total value of loans in the country reached

USD 59.9 billion. Meanwhile, data from Credit Bureau

Cambodia (CBC)—which tracks loan transactions for

individuals and businesses—revealed that

approximately 5.04 million Cambodians accessed

credit or took out loans in 2024.

Despite the strong growth in deposits, the slower

expansion in lending suggests a cautious approach

from both borrowers and financial institutions,

possibly due to economic uncertainties or regulatory

measures aimed at ensuring financial stability. [The

Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: 500 kilograms of narcotics

seized

(sal) Cambodian authorities intercepted a major drug

shipment during an ongoing investigation, seizing

more than 500 kilograms of narcotics after a high-

speed chase in Kampong Cham province.
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Following the operation, authorities confirmed that the

seized shipment comprised 18 cartons containing 429

kilograms of ketamine, opium resin, and

methamphetamine. According to the Kampong Cham

Provincial Court, two suspects were arrested the

following day and charged with drug trafficking and

criminal conspiracy.

Following 23 separate inspections linked to the case,

officials uncovered 10 instances of drug distribution

and 13 cases of drug possession, leading to the

confiscation of over 520 kilograms of narcotics. [The

Phnom Penh Post]

Indonesia: House of Representatives

passes controversial military law

amendments

(th) The House of Representatives passed

amendments to the Indonesian Military (TNI) Law on

March 20, 2025, expanding the roles of military officers

in civilian institutions. The revisions extend the

retirement age for officers and increase the number of

government agencies where active-duty personnel can

serve. [Nikkei Asia] [Reuters] [The Jakarta Post] [The

Straits Times]

The amended law raises the retirement age to 58 for

non-commissioned officers and 60 for mid- to high-

ranking officers. Four-star generals can now serve until

62, with a possible extension to 65 through a

presidential decree. The list of civilian institutions open

to active military personnel has expanded from 10 to

16, now including the National Agency for Border

Control, the National Disaster Management Agency,

the National Counterterrorism Agency, the Maritime

Security Agency, and the Attorney General’s Office.

[Nikkei Asia] [The Straits Times]

House Speaker Puan Maharani of the ruling

Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (PDI-P) led the

unanimous vote in a plenary council, stating that the

amendments align with democratic principles and

human rights. PDI-P, which initially opposed the

revisions, later supported them, citing benefits to civil-

military cooperation. [Nikkei Asia] [Reuters] [The

Jakarta Post]

The amendments reflect broader efforts by President

Prabowo Subianto’s administration to the military’s

role into traditionally civilian sectors. His

administration has appointed 12 former military

officers as ministers or deputy ministers and
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introduced military-led training for government

officials. [Nikkei Asia] [Reuters]

The changes to the TNI law have been met with fierce

criticism, sparking protests across the country.

Protests began on March 19. Student and rights

groups in Jakarta and other cities called for further

consultation with civil society. Several hundred

students gathered outside Parliament on March 20,

with the Alliance of Student Executive Bodies stating

that: “History has shown that military interference in

civil affairs risks threatening democracy and civil

supremacy. Let us not repeat the mistakes of the past.”

[The Straits Times]

A coalition of 186 civil society organizations had

petitioned against the changes, while former President

Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono suggested that military

personnel should resign from active service if they take

government positions, a key doctrine of the 2004 TNI

Law. [The Straits Times]

In response to public criticism, Minister of Law,

Supratman Andi Agtas stated that opponents of the

ratified TNI Law could seek a judicial review through

the Constitutional Court. However, he urged the public

to allow the law’s implementation, rejecting claims that

the ratification lacked transparency and emphasizing

that legal avenues remain available. [Antara News]

Concerns over legislative transparency of passage of

revised Military Law

The passage of the revised TNI Law has reignited

concerns over public participation in the legislative

process due to its expedited passage and closed-door

deliberations. The bill, which expands military roles in

civilian institutions, was enacted within a month. [The

Star]

Civil society groups raised objections to the process.

Activists from the Commission for Missing Persons and

Victims of Violence (Kontras) disrupted a closed-door

legislative session to express their opposition to the

amendments and the secrecy of the discussions. [AiR

No. 11, March/2025, 3]

Indonesia Corruption Watch (ICW) stated: “The main

criticism comes from the flawed procedure that

undermines civil participation let alone the substance.”

[The Star]

Similar criticisms have been raised in past legislative

processes. In 2020, Indonesia’s Omnibus Law on Job

Creation was deliberated behind closed doors, with

meetings held at a hotel instead of a parliamentary
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complex. The Constitutional Court ruled in 2021 that

the law was partially unconstitutional due to

insufficient public consultation, ordering amendments

within two years. However, in late 2022, then-President

Joko Widodo bypassed this requirement by issuing an

emergency regulation to enforce the law. [The

Diplomat] [The Star]

Another example occurred in 2019, when lawmakers

finalized problematic revisions to the Criminal Code,

which triggered violent protests across the country.

The draft has been updated since, but authorities have

justified withholding updated versions of the draft to

avoid further unrest, despite ongoing criticism from

civil rights groups over transparency and

constitutionality. In response, the Legal Aid Institute

and more than 80 civil society groups petitioned the

government to release the latest draft. Greenpeace

Indonesia’s Leonard Simanjuntak, a signatory,

emphasized public participation concerns, stating,

“Greenpeace has concerns about the lack of public

participation in the last few years, while now the

criminal code has been finalized and will have serious

consequences for all Indonesian people if there are

still problematic articles in it.” [Al Jazeera] [The Star]

The 2024 Democracy Index, published by the

Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) on March 5, ranked

Indonesia 59th out of 167 countries, down from 56th in

2023. The country’s civil liberties score remained

stagnant at 5.29, showing no improvement since the

index was first published in 2006. [The Star]

Violence erupts 

In latest developments, a violent clash broke out on

March 24 in Surabaya between police and

demonstrators. Approximately 1,000 students

participated in the protests in front of a government

building.

Protestors held posters that said, “Reject the military

law”, and “The military should return to the barracks”,

as they hurled rocks, sticks and Molotov cocktails

towards the police. The police eventually used water

cannons to disperse the protestors.

According to a human rights activist from the

Commission for the Disappeared and Victims of

Violence, 25 people are currently being detained. He

also added some of the protestors taken away by the

police looked bruised. The police declined to comment.

[The Straits Times]

Furthermore, a protest turned violent in Malang, East

Java, on March 23 as demonstrators set fire to security
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posts at the city’s legislative compound.

The rally, which drew around 500 participants, took

place under heavy security in front of the Malang

Legislative Council Building. By early evening, the

demonstration escalated, with protesters vandalizing

property, spray painting slogans, and throwing stones

at the council building. The violence culminated in the

torching of two security posts, prompting riot police

and unarmed soldiers to intervene.

Authorities detained multiple protestors and

confirmed that four demonstrators, six police officers

and one soldier were hospitalized following the

clashes. [Jakarta Globe]

Meanwhile, five people were arrested during a

demonstration outside the Central Java Governor’s

Office and the Regional Representatives Council

(DPRD) of Central Java on March 20. According to Aufa

Atha Ariq, a representative of the protestors from the

Executive Board of the Diponegoro University Student

Senate, the detainees included three students and two

members of other organizations.

Ariq stated that authorities used force against the

protestors, including physical assaults that left some

requiring medical attention. Police also deployed tear

gas against the crowd, while multiple water cannon

vehicles were positioned near the Governor’s Office

and along Pahlawan Street. The Semarang Police Chief,

Grand Commissioner Muhammad Syahddudi declined

to comment on the arrests. [Tempo]

Indonesia: Growing threats to press

freedom reported

(dql) According to the 2024 Journalist Safety Index of

the Safe Journalism Consortium, nearly a quarter of

Indonesian journalists have faced terror and

intimidation. A recent case involved Tempo journalist

Francisca "Cica" Christy Rosana, who received a

severed pig's head in a package, an act widely

condemned as an attack on press freedom. Rosana,

co-host of a political podcast, is the second journalist

from the show to be targeted; her colleague Hussein

Abri Dongoran faced intimidation, including vehicle

vandalism, earlier this year.

The Safe Journalism Consortium, comprising Human

Rights Working Group (HRWG), Tifa Foundation, and

Nusantara Media Development Association (PPMN),

denounced the incident as a sign of growing

authoritarianism. Tifa Executive Director Oslan Purba
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called it a direct assault on press freedom, while PPMN

Executive Director Fransisca Ria Susanti warned that

such threats could further undermine press freedom.

The attack coincided with the passage of a

controversial military bill (see article above), raising

concerns about increasing repression.

Indonesia’s press freedom ranking has dropped to 111

out of 180 countries, with 23 percent of journalists

reporting direct threats and 44 percent being barred

from covering certain topics. Press advocates warn

that without stronger legal protections, these issues

will continue to worsen. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Government issues apology for

forced relocation

(dql) Transmigration Minister Iftitah Sulaiman

Suryanagara has issued a public apology to the

residents of Rempang Island, who were forcibly

relocated under the previous administration for the

Rempang Eco City project. Iftitah admitted the

government’s approach was insensitive to the rights of

the affected communities and acknowledged the

relocation should have been voluntary.

The project, launched during former President Joko

Widodo’s administration, aimed to transform the

island into a national industrial and residential hub,

displacing local communities beginning in late 2023.

The relocation efforts sparked resistance, with the

conflict reaching a peak in September 2023 when

police used tear gas to disperse residents protesting

land measurement activities. This heavy-handed

response drew national criticism, highlighting issues of

land rights, indigenous communities, and development

priorities.

Despite resistance, hundreds of families were

relocated to Tanjung Banun, where BP Batam

constructed new homes and infrastructure. The

Rempang Eco City project, which includes 2,500

hectares of land for industrial development, is set to

attract significant international investment, particularly

from the Chinese glass manufacturer Xinyi Group,

which plans to invest USD 11 billion. While the project

promises industrial growth and job creation, it has

faced growing opposition due to its social and

environmental impacts. [Jakarta Globe]
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Indonesia: Central bank keeps rates

steady, citing inflation and rupiah

stability

(th) Indonesia’s central bank kept its policy rate at 5.75

percent for a second consecutive review on March 19,

2025 as predicted by more than 60 percent of

economists in a Reuters poll, with the rest expecting a

rate cut of 25 basis points (bps). Bank Indonesia (BI)

also left overnight deposit and lending facility rates at

5.00 percent and 6.50 percent respectively. BI

Governor Perry Warjiyo said the decision was

“consistent with the endeavor to maintain inflation

rate”, support the rupiah and sustain economic

growth. [Business Times] [Central Banking] [CNA]

[Nikkei Asia] [Reuters] [The Star 1]

The move followed a sharp drop in the rupiah and

Jakarta’s main stock index on March 18, 2025, ahead of

the U.S. Federal Reserve’s rate announcement. The

rupiah stood at 16,520 per U.S. dollar after BI’s

decision. Warjiyo attributed the currency’s pressure to

technical factors linked to global uncertainties but

stressed it should reflect Indonesia’s fundamentals. He

said BI saw room for future rate cuts, but it would act

at the right time. [Business Times] [CNA] [The Star 1]

[The Star 2]

BI has balanced growth and currency stabilization in

past meetings. In December 2025, Warjiyo prioritized

the rupiah, but after an unexpected January 2025 rate

cut, BI shifted to a “pro-stability and growth” stance.

[Central Banking] [Nikkei Asia]

BI next rate decision is set for April 23, 2025. [Central

Banking]

Indonesia: Layoffs and deflation amid

optimistic economic growth outlook

(th) Indonesia’s manufacturing sector faces rising

layoffs despite Bank Indonesia (BI) projecting 4.7-5.5

percent economic growth in 2025. BI Governor Perry

Warjiyo cited household consumption, government

stimulus, and rising exports as key drivers,

emphasizing investment attraction and

macroprudential policies to maintain stability. [Antara

News]

Manufacturing job losses continue to mount. The

bankruptcy of Sritex, Southeast Asia’s largest textile

producer, follows the closure of 60 textile firms

between January 2023 and December 2024. Other
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companies, including Yamaha Music, Sanken

Electronic, and Danbi International, have also ceased

operations in early 2025, contributing to thousands of

layoffs. [The Straits Times]

The Indonesian Trade Union Confederation reported

60,000 job losses across 50 companies in early 2025.

The Center for Research Parliamentary Expertise

Agency estimates 280,000 layoffs this year, pushing the

unemployment rate to 5.2 percent. Economist Bhima

Yudhistira, executive director of Centre of Economic

and Law Studies, attributes the trend to foreign

competition, arguing that “The government is busier

attracting new investments rather than maintaining

existing industries”. [The Straits Times]

Meanwhile, Indonesia recorded 0.09 percent annual

deflation in February, its first since 2000. The Central

Bureau of Statistics (BPS) attributed this to electricity

tariff discounts. However, Dr. Jahen Fachrul Rezki, an

economist from the Institute for Research on

Economics and Society at the University of Indonesia,

warned that deflation signals declining consumption

and investment, requiring government intervention.

[The Straits Times]

Despite these challenges, BI maintains its forecast,

citing a strong Prompt Manufacturing Index and plans

to support fiscal policies through macroprudential

measures and the promotion of digital payment

services. The government has introduced stimulus

efforts, including social assistance and industry

incentives. Dr. Jahen stressed the need for policy

credibility, stating, “To address deflation, the

government must strengthen purchasing power and

create quality jobs – not just increase job numbers”.

[Antara News] [The Straits Times]

Indonesia: President Prabowo to launch

GovTech in August, mandates bank

accounts for families

(th) President Prabowo Subianto aims to launch

Government Technology (GovTech) in August 2025,

requiring all Indonesian families to have bank accounts

to ensure more targeted distribution of social

assistance.

GovTech is structured around four key pillars. The first

focuses on optimizing state revenues through digital

systems such as Coretax for tax collection and Simbara

for non-tax revenues from minerals and coal. The

second pillar enhances state spending efficiency via

version 6.0 of the e-catalogue system, introducing real-
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time monitoring, cross-ministerial integration and

data-driven vendor evaluations.

The third pillar streamlines public services, covering

population administration, driving licenses, passports,

education, and healthcare, aiming to reduce

bureaucracy and through improved service delivery.

The final pillar seeks to enhance the ease of doing

business through an upgraded Online Single

Submission (OSS) system, expected to accelerate

business licensing and boost investment, particularly

for small and medium enterprises.

This initiative is expected to improve governance

transparency and curb corruption. [Antara News]

Indonesia: Papua militias kill female

teacher, injure six

(th) An armed attack in Papua’s Yahukimo Regency

resulted in the death of a female teacher and left six

others injured, authorities confirmed on March 23.

[Jakarta Globe 1]

The assault took place on March 21, in Anggruk

District, but difficult terrain and limited access

prevented authorities from reaching the scene

immediately. A joint police and military team arrived

on March 23 to evacuate the victims and civilians.

Attempts to evacuate the victims on March 22 were

unsuccessful due to poor military conditions, and

commercial airlines refused to operate flights to the

area. A military spokesperson stated that by the time

security forces reached the location, the attackers had

already fled into the forest. [Jakarta Globe 1] [Jakarta

Globe 2]

The assailants stormed a residence where contract

teachers were staying and set the building on fire. The

teachers had been recruited from surrounding districts

to support education in Yahukimo’s remote

communities. [Jakarta Globe 1] [Jakarta Globe 2]

According to Yahukimo Police Chief Adjunct

Commissioner Heru Hidayanto, the area where the

attacks occurred lacks both police and military

outposts, making it particularly vulnerable to such

incidents. [Jakarta Globe 1]

On March 23, the Indonesian Military accused a

separatist armed group affiliated with the Free Papua

Movement (OPM) of carrying out the assault. The

Papua region has experienced repeated attacks by

armed groups linked to OPM, a separatist movement
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that has operated for decades through multiple

factions across different districts, often targeting

teachers, healthcare workers, and construction

personnel. In 2018, at least 24 construction workers

were killed by gunmen in the Nduga region. The attack,

attributed to separatist fighters targeted workers

building roads and bridges in the remote and

mountainous Nduga region. [BBC] [Jakarta Globe 1]

[Jakarta Globe 2]

The conflict has also affected foreign nationals. In

August 2024, OPM fighters shot and killed a New

Zealand pilot, Glen Malcolm Conning, after his

helicopter landed in the Mimika district. This followed

the group’s February 2023 abduction of another New

Zealand pilot, Philip Mehrtens, whom they refused to

release until Papua gains independence. However,

Mehrtens has been freed from captivity by a joint team

in 2024. [Al Jazeera] [Reuters]

OPM claims teachers were intelligence agents, TNI denies

allegation

Following the attack, the West Papua National

Liberation Army-Free Papua Movement (TPNPB-OPM)

claimed responsibility, asserting that the victims were

Indonesian intelligence agents rather than civilians.

Elkius Kobak, commander of the groups XVI Yahukimo

Military Command, stated that the assault was carried

out in response to a recent statement by TNI

Commander General Agus Subiyanto, who had

highlighted the military’s assignment as teachers in

Papua.

The Indonesian National Armed Forces (TNI) rejected

the allegation, with the Head of Information of the

XVII/Cenderawasi Military Command Colonel Inf

Candra Kurniawan emphasizing that all victims were

teachers and not affiliated with security forces. He

described the claim as an attempt by OPM to justify

the attack and stated that security forces would take

“decisive action” against those responsible.

In the aftermath, authorities evacuated dozens of

teachers and healthcare workers from Yahukimo to

prevent further violence. Meanwhile, OPM warned

civilians to leave conflict areas, stating they would

continue targeting individuals suspected of having ties

to Indonesian security agencies. [Tempo]

TNI restores order, evacuates teachers and medics from

Yakuhimo

In response to the attack, the TNI deployed personnel

to secure Yakuhimo and evacuate affected civilians.

Brigadier General Kristomei Sianturi, Head of TNI’s
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Information Center, stated that 42 teachers and

medics were transported to Jayapura to ensure their

safety.

Sianturi reaffirmed the military’s commitment to

safeguarding the public, particular educators and

medical personnel assigned to remote areas. He stated

that security measures have been strengthened in

high-risk regions, with the military working alongside

local governments to track down those responsible. He

further emphasized that the TNI would take decisive

action to prevent such incidents from going

unresolved, pledging to protect civilians and uphold

stability in Papua. [Antara]

Laos: child malnutrition crisis worsens

(dql) At the recent 10th National Nutrition Forum in

Vientiane, global experts warned that Laos is facing a

worsening child malnutrition crisis, driven by economic

challenges and underfunding for agriculture. They

emphasized that inadequate nutrition threatens

children's health, intelligence, and future earnings,

while also undermining the country’s economic

prospects.

Despite past efforts, malnutrition remains widespread:

as of 2023, nearly one in three Laotian children under

five suffered from stunted growth, 10.7 percent were

classified as wasting, and 24.3 percent were

underweight.

Although Laos has recorded a rice surplus since the

late 1990s, poor infrastructure and worsening climate-

related floods hinder food distribution, exacerbating

food insecurity in rural areas. Experts suggest that

official data likely underestimates the severity of

malnutrition, with surveys in some impoverished

districts showing stunting rates far above the national

average.

In addition, despite longstanding policy commitments,

the government has struggled to sustain funding. From

2016 to 2019, only 34.5 percent of the budget for the

National Plan of Action on Nutrition was allocated, with

90 percent of funding coming from international

donors. Public health spending has also declined,

partly due to Laos’ economic situation and foreign debt

repayments. High inflation, which stood at 21.3

percent last year, further hampers efforts to combat

malnutrition.

In a bid to address the crisis, Laos recently partnered

with the United Nations World Food Programme on a
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rice fortification project to enhance the population’s

intake of essential vitamins and minerals. Experts

emphasize that while food fortification is crucial, it

must be part of a broader strategy that includes

boosting local food production for long-term

sustainability. [South China Morning Post]

Laos: Parliament approves 30-Year tax

exemptions for Amata SEZ investors

(tas) The National Assembly has approved special

incentives for investors in the Amata Special Economic

Zone, offering up to 30 years of tax exemptions.

Covering more than 3,500 hectares across Oudomxay

and Luang Namtha provinces, the zone aims to boost

exports, create jobs, and attract global investors by

developing smart, eco-friendly industrial parks near

the Laos-China railway.

Deputy Prime Minister Saleumxay Kommasith outlined

the policy, which focuses on agricultural processing,

renewable energy, automobile manufacturing, and

electronics. Investors must meet strict criteria, and

developers are required to raise USD 4.5–5 billion

within seven years. [Laotian Times]

Laos: Finance ministry seizes foreign

currency in anti-corruption effort

(tas) The Ministry of Finance has seized over LAK 12.3

billion (USD 568,000), USD 265,919, and THB 24.8

million (USD 735,000) from 50 accounts as part of an

ongoing anti-corruption investigation. This

announcement was made during the ministry’s 2024

annual inspection review and 2025 planning meeting,

chaired by Minister of Finance Santiphab Phomvihane.

The ministry’s inspections focused on customs offices,

uncovering violations in import procedures. Officials

involved in misconduct faced demotions or

reassignments, while legal action was taken in

cooperation with the State Inspection Authority. 

[Vientiane Times]

Malaysia: Rafizi, Chang to defend PKR

leadership posts in party elections

(ga) Economy Minister Rafizi Ramli will defend his

position as People's Justice Party (PKR) deputy
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president in the party elections on May 24, citing the

need to maintain party stability and support the Unity

Government. Rafizi, who has held the post since

defeating Saifuddin Nasution in the 2022 PKR

elections, emphasized the importance of a smooth

democratic process and avoiding political conflicts. He

previously contested the role in 2018 but lost to Azmin

Ali. [Bernama 1]

Meanwhile, PKR Vice-President and Science,

Technology and Innovation Minister Chang Lih Kang

has also confirmed his candidacy for re-election. In a

statement, he highlighted his long-standing

commitment to the party and its reform agenda.

Other incumbents defending their vice-president

positions include Selangor Chief Minister Amirudin

Shari, Negeri Sembilan Chief Minister Aminuddin

Harun, Natural Resources and Environmental

Sustainability Minister Nik Nazmi Nik Ahmad, and

Nurul Izzah Anwar. PKR information chief Fahmi Fadzil

has also announced his bid for a vice-president post.

[Bernama 2]

Led by Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim, the PKR is the

largest among four component parties of the ruling

Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition.

Ramanan joins VP race in party elections

PKR Deputy Information Chief 1 and Deputy Minister of

Entrepreneur Development and Cooperatives R.

Ramanan has announced his candidacy for the vice-

president post in PKR’s upcoming elections. He

consulted party leaders and members before making

the decision and had informed Anwar Ibrahim in

advance.

Ramanan stated that his decision aims to strengthen

PKR from the grassroots to the central leadership,

aligning with the Malaysia MADANI concept. [Bernama

3]

Malaysia: Perak DAP forms special

committee for Ayer Kuning by-election

campaign

(ga) Perak DAP (Democratic Action Party) has

established a Special Action Committee to support the

Unity Government candidate in the upcoming Ayer

Kuning by-election, scheduled for April 26. Party

chairman Nga Kor Ming stated that DAP would

implement a comprehensive campaign strategy to

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-thd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-thh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-thk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-thk/


secure victory and maintain the Perak government's

stability.

Meanwhile, the youth wing of Perak Amanah (Parti

Amanah Negara, National Trust Party) has pledged full

support for the Unity Government candidate, with

Youth Chief Khairol Najib Hashim announcing that

their campaign machinery will be launched on March

22. The group plans to deploy resources systematically

from April 12 to 25, aligning with the official campaign

period.

The Election Commission has set nomination day for

April 12 and early voting for April 22. [Bernama]

DAP and Amanah are two of the four component

parties of the ruling Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition.

Malaysia: Senate passes Parliamentary

Service bill 2025

(ga/tl) The Dewan Negara, the Upper House of

Malaysia’s parliament, passed on March 20 the

Parliamentary Service Bill 2025, aimed at enhancing

Parliament’s effectiveness and independence as

outlined in the Federal Constitution. The bill was

approved by a majority voice vote following debate

among senators.

The new bill comprises 15 clauses, expanding on the

eight clauses of the repealed 1963 Parliamentary

Services Act. A key provision is the establishment of a

Parliamentary Service Council, which can form

committees as needed, including the Parliamentary

Service Promotion Committee (Clause 7), the

Parliamentary Service Disciplinary Committee (Clause

8), and the Parliamentary Service Appeals Committee

(Clause 9).

Additionally, the Dewan Negara passed the

Constitution (Amendment) Bill 2025. By amending the

Federal Constitution, this bill facilitates the

reintroduction of the Parliamentary Services Act, which

was originally enacted in 1963 and repealed in 1992.

The revival of this Act is intended to empower

Parliament to manage its own affairs, reinforcing the

principle of separation of powers among the

legislative, executive, and judicial branches of

government. [Bernama]

Malaysia: February 2025 supplementary

electoral roll opened for public review
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(tl) Malaysia’s Election Commission (EC) has gazetted

the Supplementary Electoral Roll for February 2025

(DPT BLN2/2025), which is now available for public

review until April 19. The roll includes 34,889 new

voters aged 18 and above who were automatically

registered between February 1 and 28, 2025.

Additionally, it lists 12,938 voters who have switched

constituencies and 1,332 who have changed their

voting status or category.  [Bernama]

Malaysia: Tobacco display ban at sale

counters to be enforced

(tl) Starting April 1, over 51,000 retail outlets in

Malaysia will be affected by a new ban on displaying

tobacco products at sales counters, as part of the

Control of Smoking Products for Public Health Act 2024

(Act 852). The regulation, which took effect on October

1, 2024, aims to reduce tobacco visibility and

discourage smoking.

The Ministry of Health (MOH) has adopted a phased

enforcement approach, beginning with education and

advocacy efforts before full implementation.

Enforcement will occur in two stages: an initial phase

followed by gradual compliance measures. The

government has emphasized that enclosed cabinets,

rather than fabric coverings, are the most effective way

to prevent indirect tobacco promotion.

The MOH will collaborate with retailers to ensure

proper cabinet installation and compliance, with full

implementation expected by October 1, 2025.

[Bernama]

Malaysia: Government assures stable egg

supply amid price concerns

(tl) The Agriculture and Food Security Ministry (KPKM)

has confirmed that Malaysia has sufficient egg supply

to meet domestic demand. Minister Mohamad Sabu

emphasized that cooperation with local producers has

kept daily egg production stable, and the government

is closely monitoring the supply chain to prevent

disruptions.

In response to concerns over rising egg prices in the

U.S. and allegations of smuggling, he assured that

enforcement efforts are being reinforced through

inter-agency collaboration. He urged the public to rely

on official sources for accurate information,
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reaffirming the ministry’s commitment to national food

security through strategic policies and local production

support. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Federal government allocates

more than USD 400 billion for Terengganu

development in 2025

(ga) The Federal Government has allocated MYR 1.836

billion (USD 415.1 million) for development in

Terengganu State under Budget 2025, marking an

increase from the previous year’s MYR 1.597 billion.

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim announced the

allocation during the Terengganu State Level MADANI

Iftar Ceremony on March 21, highlighting that 432

projects in the state had been approved as of March

10.

The government has also allocated MYR 2.243 billion

(USD 474 million) for flood mitigation and river estuary

conservation projects in Terengganu. Anwar

emphasized that these projects would proceed due to

the strong cooperation between the Federal and state

governments. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Government plans multi-storey

schools to tackle overcrowding

(tl) Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim announced plans to

introduce multi-story schools in urban areas through

corporate sector collaboration to address

overcrowding and enhance learning environments. He

emphasized that strategic partnerships would also

expand digital and creative learning opportunities for

students.

During discussions with the Ministry of Education,

Anwar stressed the need for the education system to

adapt to technological advancements, strengthening

digital education and AI-related skills. He also

highlighted the importance of Bahasa Melayu and

English proficiency for global competitiveness.

Additionally, efforts will focus on teacher

empowerment through enhanced training, technology

integration, and improved pedagogy to ensure

effective learning. [Malaymail]
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Malaysia: Expanded aid for civil servants,

retirees, and religious workers

(tl) The Malaysian government will begin disbursing

Phase 2 of the Sumbangan Tunai Rahmah (STR) on

March 24, allocating USD 360 million to assist 8.5

million people. About 60 percent of the recipients are

the adult population. Eligible individuals will receive up

to USD 137. The STR is a financial aid program

launched to provide direct cash assistance to eligible

households, particularly those in the lower-income

bracket.

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim emphasized the

government’s commitment to easing the cost of living,

particularly with Aidilfitri, the end of Ramadan

celebrated with great joy and festivity, approaching.

[Malaymail1]

Additionally, a special Aidilfitri financial aid of USD 105

will be provided to civil servants in Grade 56 and

below, while retirees, including military veterans, will

receive USD 52. [Malaymail2]

Furthermore, Anwar announced a USD 52 Aidilfitri

special assistance for approximately 70,000 religious

workers, with a total allocation of USD 3.57 million.

[Bernama 1] [Bernama 2]

Malaysia: Cyberattack targets KLIA

airport systems

(tl) Malaysia Airports Holdings Bhd (MAHB) confirmed

that a cybersecurity breach was detected at Kuala

Lumpur International Airport (KLIA) on March 23. The

issue, which affected certain computer systems, was

investigated, with the Civil Aviation Authority of

Malaysia (CAAM) and the National Cyber Security

Agency (Nacsa) being notified.

Authorities assured the public that airport operations,

including flight schedules and passenger processing,

remain unaffected.

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim revealed that the

cyberattack included a ransom demand of USD 10

million, which the government immediately rejected.

He underscored the need for increased investment in

cybersecurity, particularly for law enforcement (police)

and financial institutions (Bank Negara Malaysia), to

bolster Malaysia’s defenses against future threats.

[Malaymail]
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Malaysia: Record drug shipment seized

(tl) Malaysia authorities carried out the country’s

biggest drug seizure on January 25, intercepting 33.2

tons of methamphetamine worth USD 239.7 million at

West Port, Port Klang, as disclosed by the Royal

Malaysia Police. The illicit substances were concealed

in 166 barrels inside two cargo containers falsely

labeled as cosmetic processing materials. The

shipment originated from Iran was bound for Sydney,

Australia.

The operation was a joint effort between the Royal

Malaysia Police and the Australian Federal Police (AFP).

The authorities believe the drugs could have supplied

166 million users.

Investigations under Malaysia’s Dangerous Drugs Act

1952 are ongoing to track down the international

syndicate behind the smuggling attempt. [Malaymail]

Malaysia: Cabinet approves new MH370

search agreement with Ocean Infinity

(tl) The Malaysian Cabinet has approved an agreement

with UK-based company, Ocean Infinity to restart the

search for MH370 in the southern Indian Ocean. The

Transport Ministry will sign the deal on behalf of the

government.

Transport Minister Anthony Loke Siew Fook reaffirmed

Malaysia’s commitment to locating the missing aircraft

and bringing closure to the families of the 239

passengers and crew. The new search will cover a

15,000-square-kilometer area in the southern Indian

Ocean under a “no find, no fee” model, similar to

Ocean Infinity’s 2018 operation, which ended without

success.

MH370 disappeared on March 8, 2014, while flying

from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing, and despite multiple

search efforts, the wreckage has yet to be found.

[Malaymail]

Malaysia: New navy base to be built in

Muara Tebas, Sarawak

(ga) The Royal Malaysian Navy (RMN) will establish its

new Naval Region 4 Headquarters (Mawilla 4) in Muara

Tebas, replacing the initially proposed location in

Bintulu. Defence Force Chief General Mohd Nizam
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Jaffar stated that the decision was based on factors

such as maintenance costs and infrastructure

suitability.

RMN Chief Admiral Zulhelmy Ithnain confirmed that

Mawilla 4 will serve as a strategic transit point for

submarines due to its naturally deep waters of 14

meters. The site will also accommodate surface vessels

up to 120 meters long.

Preliminary discussions with the Sarawak government

have been completed, and the relocation has been

agreed upon. The new base is expected to be one of

Sarawak's most modern naval facilities, comparable to

the RMN Base in Teluk Sepangar, Sabah. The Armed

Forces will visit the site to finalize plans.

A feasibility study, conducted by the Sarawak Economic

Development Corporation (SEDC), is expected to be

completed by early next year. The project will align

with the 13th Malaysia Plan, with construction

projected to take three years. The site’s development

will not require the relocation of residents from

Kampung Goeblit or nearby areas.

Regarding border security, General Mohd Nizam

emphasized the need for balanced control posts

between Malaysia and Indonesia and suggested joint

posts to enhance security. Five joint posts currently

exist, and authorities will assess the need for improved

Immigration, Customs, and Quarantine (ICQ) facilities

along the border.

A working visit involving the Home Ministry, Defence

Ministry, Customs, and Immigration departments is

scheduled for May to discuss strategies for integrated

border control. [Bernama 1] [Bernama 2]

Myanmar: Junta holds peace conference

in Naypyidaw

(hw) The military regime is holding is week a three-day

peace conference in Naypyidaw amid escalating

fighting in the country’s ongoing civil war.

During the opening ceremony on March 24,

Lieutenant-General Yar Pyae, Chairman of the National

Solidarity and Peacemaking Negotiation Committee

(NSPNC), delivered the opening speech, while

Lieutenant-General Min Naing, NSPNC Secretary,

outlined the conference’s objectives and vision. The

conference is being attended by representatives from

the military, the civilian cabinet, armed groups, and

political parties. [Eleven Media, in Burmese]
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The Karenni National Progressive Party (KNPP) claimed

that the conference was merely an attempt to

manipulate the international community, while the

Karen National Union (KNU) dismissed it as irrelevant

and unproductive. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Court orders lower auction

price for Aung San Suu Kyi’s house

(hw) On March 25, the Kamayut District Court in

Yangon ruled that Aung San Suu Kyi’s house at 54

University Avenue be auctioned at a price $6.7 million

lower than in the previous auction. The property has

been the subject of a long-running dispute between

Aung San Suu Kyi and her brother, Aung San Oo.

The last auction, held on February 5, set the price at

$74 million, but no buyers came forward. This was the

third attempt to auction the house since March 2024.

Following the unsuccessful auction, Aung San Oo

requested the court to lower the starting price, a

request that was granted on March 25. The fourth

auction is scheduled for April 29. [Radio Free Asia, in

Burmese]

Myanmar: Relief camps receive last WFP

aid handouts

(nf) On March 19, the final handouts from the World

Food Programme (WFP) were distributed to relief

camps in Myanmar. This comes as the WFP’s funding

has dried up following former U.S. President Donald

Trump’s cuts to the U.S. aid budget, leaving thousands

of displaced families in dire need.

Myanmar, already grappling with a four-year civil war

that has claimed thousands of lives and displaced

millions, is now facing an even more severe

humanitarian crisis.

In Kachin State, the Waingmaw Lisu Baptist Association

camp, which once relied on WFP assistance to survive,

is now facing hunger and desperation. Michael

Dunford, the head of WFP Myanmar, acknowledged

that the agency will only be able to reach 35,000

people in April—an alarming contrast to the millions in

need. UN Special Rapporteur on Myanmar, Tom

Andrews, has warned that the abrupt cessation of aid

will have a "crushing effect" and could lead to large-

scale deaths as the crisis deepens. [Channel News

Asia]
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Myanmar: FORUM-ASIA condemns junta

escalating airstrikes and aid cuts

(anl) FORUM-ASIA, a regional network of human rights

organizations based in Asia, has condemned the

Myanmar junta’s escalating airstrikes before the United

Nations. According to the organization, over 2,500

airstrikes were carried out in 2024—more than double

the number in 2023—resulting in the deaths of over

1,200 civilians, including at least 372 children. These

attacks have exacerbated an already dire humanitarian

crisis, further worsened by abrupt and irresponsible

cuts to aid.

With resources rapidly dwindling, immediate action to

halt the airstrikes is essential to prevent famine and

further suffering. Meanwhile, the junta is expected to

escalate its violence as it prepares for what is seen by

critics as sham election later this year or next. Any

international support for this illegitimate attempt to

seize power would amount to aiding and abetting the

junta’s crimes, FORUM-Asia warned. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Military regime limits

employment agencies to sending 50

workers abroad per month

(hw) On March 22, the junta announced that

employment agencies may dispatch only 50 workers

per month to Thailand through the existing

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) system. This

system allows Myanmar citizens to work for selected

companies in Thailand, requiring them to remit 25

percent of their salary back home. Foreign

employment agencies in Myanmar play a crucial role in

this process, as demand letters from Thai employers

must be processed through them.

Previously, agencies could send an unlimited number

of workers based on the demand letters they received.

The new restriction aims to allocate workers to existing

demand letters after the junta ordered agencies to

stop accepting new ones.

The junta also announced that the acceptance of new

demand letters will resume on May 2. Reports indicate

that similar restrictions will be applied to Myanmar

workers bound for Japan, South Korea, Singapore, and

Malaysia. [BBC News, in Burmese]
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Myanmar: Junta tightens restrictions on

citizens seeking foreign employment

(hw) Overseas employment agencies in Myanmar have

reported receiving an order from the Ministry of Labor

instructing them not to accept any new demand letters

from foreign employers until all prospective employees

who have already received employment notices have

been sent abroad.

The directive was issued through the Myanmar

Overseas Employment Agencies Association (MOEAA).

An official from an overseas employment agency in

Yangon explained that the measure aims to further

limit the number of workers sent abroad, in addition to

existing age restrictions. Only demand letters received

before January 30 will be processed, while agencies will

receive further instructions on when they can resume

accepting new demand letters, according to an MOEAA

official.

For a Myanmar citizen to work abroad, they must

obtain an Overseas Worker Identification Card (OWIC).

Following the military’s order to restrict OWIC issuance,

unconfirmed reports suggest that approximately

60,000 individuals are currently waiting for the card.

In earlier moves, the military barred males aged 18 to

35 from leaving the country for work and has

mandated that those already employed abroad remit

25 percent of their salaries to their families. [Radio

Free Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Junta releases 200 confiscated

trucks

(hw) Local sources report that the junta has released

more than 200 of the 326 trucks it had confiscated,

with only around 100 vehicles still in custody due to

suspected links to resistance groups.

Starting on March 5, under orders from the vice

commander of the Southeastern Command based in

Moulmein, 362 trucks carrying Thai consumer goods

were stopped and detained in Hpa-an, the capital of

Kayin State, which borders Thailand. The vehicles were

then inspected by Kayin State customs officials to

determine whether they were transporting illegally

imported goods.

Negotiations are currently underway between junta

personnel and resistance representatives for the

release of the remaining 100 trucks. The March 9
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directive follows an earlier order issued in October

2024 by Myanmar’s military second-in-command, Vice

Senior General Soe Win, instructing authorities to

investigate not only trade routes but also warehouses,

stores, and supermarkets as part of a crackdown on

illegally imported consumer goods. [DVB, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Junta ramps up defense budget

(hw) Myanmar junta leader Senior General Min Aung

Hlaing announced on March 24 that his government

has increased the budget for home affairs, defense,

healthcare, and education for the 2025–2026 fiscal

year. The announcement was made during a Financial

Commission meeting in Naypyidaw, but Min Aung

Hlaing did not disclose the exact allocation for each

sector.

The junta also did not publish the defense budget for

the 2024–2025 fiscal year, but the 2023–2024 defense

budget was USD 1.2 billion, an increase of nearly USD

440 million compared to the previous fiscal year.

Meanwhile, the combined budgets for healthcare and

education amounted to only half of the defense

budget.

During the meeting, a law governing the allocation of

the national budget was also approved. Blood Money

Campaign, an organization monitoring the junta’s

defense expenditures, reported that the military has

increased its budget by hundreds of millions of dollars

each year. [BBC News, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Military's second-in-command

acknowledges corruption in conscription

process

(hw) Myanmar’s military second-in-command, Vice

Senior General Soe Win, has admitted that officials

responsible for conscripting new military personnel

had deviated from regulations for financial gain.

His admission came during a meeting with the families

of military personnel in Kalaw, a resort town in

southern Shan State, eastern Myanmar. Soe Win urged

the public to report any irregularities in how officials

handle military conscription.

Family members of military personnel reported that

some individuals are forced to pay monthly fees to

avoid conscription, while others summoned for service

pay substitutes to take their place. Some have been
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forcibly conscripted, with their families having to pay

for their release.

The military activated the conscription law on February

10, 2024, and to date, eight batches of new personnel

have been drafted and deployed to the front lines.

[Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Junta tightens import controls

with blacklisting and seizures

(nf) Myanmar's junta has strengthened its import

restrictions by establishing a 12-member task force to

crack down on individuals and businesses illegally

importing foreign goods. Announced on March 18 and

led by the Deputy Minister of Commerce, the task

force will blacklist violators and impose penalties

under the Import and Export Law. Unauthorized

imports will be confiscated, and in cases of extreme

necessity, importers’ registration certificates may be

revoked. The junta has not clarified which items, if any,

may be exempted.

Since the 2021 coup, the junta has tightened trade

controls, requiring import licenses for all foreign goods

—departing from the policies of the ousted National

League for Democracy (NLD) government. However,

traders report that obtaining licenses has become

increasingly difficult and time-consuming. In most

cases, products arriving without permits are classified

as illegal and seized as state property.

Analysts agree that these measures aim to curb

foreign exchange outflows and expand state control

over trade. However, they have also created

uncertainty for businesses, discouraging investment

and disrupting supply chains. The introduction of

blacklisting measures signals further economic

tightening, heightening importers' concerns about

financial losses and operational challenges in an

already fragile economy. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Junta escalates airstrikes in

Rakhine State

(nf) The army escalated air raids in Rakhine State,

bombing villages in Ponnagyun and Pauktaw

townships on March 22, residents reported. A jet

bomber struck Kyaw Zan village in Ponnagyun

Township before flying toward Thekhon village in
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Pauktaw Township. The extent of the damage remains

unknown.

This attack follows a pattern of escalating aerial

assaults, including the March 18 airstrike on Panzee

Myaung in Mrauk-U Township and the March 11

bombing of Kwan Taung village, which destroyed

several homes. On February 17, the military dropped

three 500-pound bombs on villages in Pauktaw

Township.

As the junta continues to suffer losses in Rakhine, it

has increasingly resorted to indiscriminate airstrikes

and widespread artillery bombardment, endangering

civilian lives and exacerbating the humanitarian crisis.

[Narinjara News]

Myanmar: Urban guerrilla group attacks

security enforcement office

(anl) On March 19, Ko Ye Khaung, the leader of the

Ragon Urban Column (RUC), an urban guerrilla group,

reported that the RUC attacked the Criminal

Investigation Department (CID) office in Insein

Township, Yangon, using a remote-controlled mine,

seriously injuring a police officer.

Residents reported heightened security measures,

with junta forces conducting random inspections and

stationing personnel at street corners. The CID office in

Insein, which houses both junta troops and police, has

frequently been targeted by the People’s Defence

Forces and urban guerrilla groups in Yangon, often

using grenades and remote-controlled mines.

[Mizzima]

Myanmar: Arakan Army advances in

Ayeyarwady region

(nf) Clashes between the Arakan Army (AA) and the

military junta have intensified in the Ayeyarwady

Region, particularly in Lemyethna, Yegyi, and Thabaung

townships, displacing over 4,000 civilians from their

homes. Villages near the Rakhine Yoma Wildlife

Reserve, including Chin Lel, Tine Kyaw, and Kho Pya,

have been targeted by junta shelling and airstrikes,

forcing residents to flee to monasteries for shelter.

Skirmishes near Artillery Battalion 334 in Thabaung,

combined with junta restrictions on major roads, have

further heightened tensions.
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The AA has escalated its operations, advancing into the

Irrawaddy Delta after launching attacks in the Bago

and Magwe regions. Intense fighting in Nyaungdon has

left over 120 junta soldiers hospitalized, while the AA

has captured most of the guard stations in Padaung.

Concerns for civilian safety are growing as the junta

plans to occupy schools following exams and solidify

its positions. Since November 2023, the AA has taken

control of 14 out of 17 townships in Rakhine State, as

well as Paletwa in Chin State. [Irrawaddy News]

Myanmar: Arakan Army enforces

compulsory military training

(hw) A source close to the Arakan Army (AA) reported

that, although the AA has not forced locals to join the

army, adults are required to attend military training.

The purpose of the training, according to the source, is

to prepare individuals not only to defend themselves

but also their communities. Every household is

required to send one member for training, with men

between 18 and 45 and women between 18 and 35

eligible. The AA stated that it recommends attending

the training due to the ongoing threat from the

Myanmar military junta.

The AA has a history of forcibly conscripting locals. For

example, in February 2025, the AA arrested two

women and 15 men to conscript them into the army.

The AA confirmed the existence of the military training

but emphasized that it is intended solely to help

people defend themselves against “Muslim terrorist

groups.” [DVB, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Nearly USD 25 million worth of

drugs captured in Yangon

(hw) State media announced on March 19 that the

military had seized nearly USD 25 million worth of

drugs, including three tons of methamphetamine and

200 kilograms of ketamine. In addition to the drugs,

the military reported the arrest of 14 individuals

involved in distributing narcotics from Shan State to

Malaysia via Yangon.

The military stated that a man named Ko Min, allegedly

linked to the Arakan Army (AA) and involved in the

drug distribution network, remains at large. According

to a list compiled by Radio Free Asia based on police

announcements, there have been 53 drug-related
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arrests across Myanmar, with the total value of the

seized drugs exceeding USD 250,000. [Radio Free Asia

1, in Burmese]

In response, the AA denounced the announcement as

a political move intended to tarnish its reputation.

[Radio Free Asia 2, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Junta blames foreign influence

for ongoing conflict

(hw) Junta leader Senior General Min Aung Hlaing

stated on March 21 that the persistence of armed

conflict in Myanmar, despite efforts to establish

domestic peace, is a result of foreign influence. His

accusation was part of a speech delivered at the

opening ceremony of the Myanmar Beyond 2025

Conference, held in Naypyidaw. The conference was a

joint initiative of the junta-backed think tank Myanmar

Narrative and the Ministry of Information.

Min Aung Hlaing further claimed that Myanmar's

development had slowed compared to other nations

due to ongoing armed conflicts, emphasizing that unity

is crucial in any political system. In response, Ethnic

Armed Organizations (EAOs) and resistance groups

rejected the accusation, arguing that the conflict

originated with the military's overthrow of a

democratically elected civilian government. They

pointed out that before the coup, conflicts were limited

to peripheral areas, but the coup led to the emergence

of new armed actors and the expansion of conflict

zones. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Philippines: Marcos siblings' rift deepens

as President snubs Imee on campaign trail

(lm/cm) A growing rift within the Marcos family has

come into sharper focus as President Ferdinand

Marcos Jr. again excluded his sister, Senator Imee

Marcos, from his public endorsements of the

administration-backed Alyansa Para sa Bagong

Pilipinas senatorial slate. During campaign rallies in

Cavite and Laguna, the President spoke of “11

candidates” despite the slate officially including 12—

omitting any mention of Imee, who was also absent for

a third consecutive sortie. [Philippine News Agency 1]

[Rappler]

The apparent distancing appears tied to the siblings’

diverging positions on the arrest of former President
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Rodrigo Duterte. Imee, a close political ally of Vice

President Sara Duterte, has publicly criticized the

Marcos administration’s decision to hand Duterte over

to the International Criminal Court (ICC), where he now

faces trial for alleged crimes against humanity tied to

the drug war. During a Senate hearing last week, she

accused the Philippines of surrendering its sovereignty,

calling the country “a province of The Hague.” [PhilStar]

In contrast, President Marcos has used Alyansa rallies

to assert a law-based, reform-driven approach to

governance. In Laguna, he emphasized that Alyansa

candidates do not support extrajudicial killings in the

anti-drug campaign, distancing his coalition from

Duterte’s controversial policies. He called instead for

legislative empowerment of the police and local

governments to address crime within legal bounds.

[Philippine News Agency 2]

Philippines: ICC sets April deadlines in

Duterte case as disinformation targets

drug war victims

(lm) The International Criminal Court (ICC) has set key

deadlines for evidence disclosure in the case against

former President Rodrigo Duterte, who faces charges

of crimes against humanity over his administration’s

bloody anti-drug campaign. The court’s Pre-Trial

Chamber I has instructed the prosecution to submit by

April 4 all written and non-written evidence it intends

to present at the confirmation of charges hearing,

which is scheduled for September 23. This includes the

volume, language, and nature of documents and any

witness testimony it plans to use.

Duterte’s defense team has until April 11 to submit its

observations on the disclosed material. The ICC

Registry is also expected to file comments on

applications from drug war victims’ families seeking to

participate in the proceedings by April 2.

Duterte was arrested on March 11 at Ninoy Aquino

International Airport and transferred to The Hague,

where he remains in custody. His initial pretrial hearing

was held on March 14. He may still seek interim

release ahead of the confirmation hearing.

[Inquirer.net]

Duterte's legal team remains optimistic about a swift

acquittal, challenging the ICC’s jurisdiction and the

evidence against him. They argue that the 2019

withdrawal of the Philippines from the Rome Statute,

the treaty binding the ICC, should exempt Duterte

from the court’s authority. Despite this, the Philippine
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government has justified Duterte’s transfer to the ICC

as a matter of Interpol obligations, rather than

compliance with the court itself. [Manilla Bulletin] 

[PhilStar] [ICC Official Channel]

Meanwhile, Duterte’s arrest has triggered a surge of

online harassment and disinformation targeting

families of drug war victims. Human rights groups

report that manipulated images and false claims are

being circulated to discredit the victims and their

advocates. Social media platforms, including Meta,

have reportedly reached out to human rights groups

expressing concern and reviewing whether these

attacks violate community standards. The

disinformation campaign has extended to smearing

the ICC and presiding judge Iulia Motoc, as well as

media outlets reporting on the case. [Rappler]

Public opinion on the case remains divided. While

many demand accountability for the thousands of

deaths during Duterte’s drug war, others believe that

justice should be pursued domestically, raising

concerns about Duterte’s age (79) and health risks

given the prolonged proceedings. [Jakarta Post]

Philippines: Senator Dela Rosa confirms

withdrawal of security detail amid ICC

developments

(jm/lm) Senator Ronald Dela Rosa confirmed on March

25, 2025, that the Philippine National Police (PNP) had

withdrawn his security detail, a decision he learned

about upon arriving in Davao on March 24. The move

comes shortly after the arrest of former President

Rodrigo Duterte by the International Criminal Court

(ICC), which has heightened political tensions in the

country.

Dela Rosa, a former PNP chief and a staunch ally of

Duterte, expressed concern over the abrupt

withdrawal of his security, especially given the current

political climate. However, he did not specify whether

the recall was directed by higher authorities or if it was

part of a routine reassessment of security

assignments. The senator has not yet revealed

whether he intends to formally inquire about the

decision or request the reinstatement of his security

personnel. [Manila Times]

Both Dela Rosa and another former PNP chief, Oscar

Albayalde, are facing potential arrest by the ICC for

their alleged involvement in Duterte’s controversial

war on drugs, which led to thousands of deaths.
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Dela Rosa has made several controversial statements

regarding the ICC investigation. At times, he has

suggested evading potential incarceration and

requested the Philippine Supreme Court to stop the

government from cooperating with the ICC. On other

occasions, he has stated that he would surrender once

his parliamentary immunity expires, expressing

confidence in his innocence. The Marcos government

has condemned Dela Rosa’s public statements and

reiterated the need for him to face accountability.

[Daily Inquirer] [The Diplomat]

Philippines: Pressure mounts on VP Sara

Duterte amid impeachment proceedings

(lm) Vice President Sara Duterte is facing increased

pressure to explain the presence of alleged fake

recipients listed in documents tied to over PHP 612.5

million (USD 10.7 million) in confidential funds

disbursed by her office and the Department of

Education (DepEd) during her tenure as Education

Secretary from June 2024 to July 19, 2025. [Philippine

News Agency 1]

Calls for an explanation intensified on March 24 after

authorities flagged suspicious names in the records,

including “Amoy Liu,” “Fernan Amuy,” and “Joug de

Asim”—collectively referred to as “Team Amoy Asim.”

These individuals were allegedly among the

beneficiaries of PHP 112.5 million (USD 1.91 million) in

funds used for vehicle rentals, reward payments,

medicine, and intelligence gathering.

Legislators reviewing the records said that checks with

the Philippine Statistics Authority (PSA) revealed no

birth, marriage, or death certificates for hundreds of

listed names, suggesting many were fabricated. In the

case of the OVP, 1,332 out of 1,992 alleged recipients

had no PSA documentation. Similarly, 405 out of 677

DepEd recipients were unverifiable.

Additional names drawing scrutiny include “Mary

Grace Piattos,” “Pia Piatos-Lim,” “Renan Piatos,”

“Xiaome Ocho,” “Jay Kamote,” “Miggy Mango,” and a

string of supposed individuals named “Dodong” with

various surnames. Lawmakers said the names appear

to reference snack brands and electronic gadgets,

reinforcing suspicions of falsification. [Philippine News

Agency 2]

As the pressure mounts, Vice President Duterte’s

impeachment case is also progressing. On March 25,

House prosecutors filed a motion asking the Senate to

issue a writ of summons, compelling Duterte to
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respond to the verified impeachment complaint. The

complaint, which was filed by the House of

Representatives in early February 2025, includes

allegations tied to the misuse of confidential funds and

conduct unbecoming of a public official. [Rappler]

[Inquirer.net]

The Senate is expected to move forward with the trial

once the writ is issued. Senate President Francis

Escudero has indicated that the impeachment trial

could begin by July 30, with a new batch of senators

taking part after the midterm elections. Duterte’s

involvement in both the impeachment case and the

confidential funds scandal has made her position

increasingly precarious, with further scrutiny expected

in the coming months.

Philippines: Comelec says it is nearly

ready for May 12 national and local

elections

(lm) The Commission on Elections (Comelec) has

announced that it is 90 to 95 percent ready for the May

12 national and local elections (NLE), with final

preparations in place, including ongoing ballot

verification and the completion of Voter’s Information

Sheets expected by March 25. Comelec Chairperson

George Garcia confirmed that training for Board of

Election Inspectors is underway, and online voter

enrollment is already available for qualified voters.

Additionally, the Armed Forces of the Philippines and

the Philippine National Police (PNP) have deployed

personnel to ensure election security.

Garcia urged the public to report campaign violations,

such as vote buying or the use of unauthorized

campaign materials, stating that Comelec will initiate

investigations even without formal complaints. The

campaign period for local candidates begins on March

28, and all campaign activities must end by May 10.

[Philippine News Agency 1]

In parallel, the Northern Police District (NPD) in Metro

Manila has launched a comprehensive initiative to

combat disinformation and fake news ahead of the

elections. The initiative includes enhanced monitoring

of social media platforms and online news sources,

with a dedicated team assigned to verify information

and counter false claims. Rapid response teams will

also be deployed to swiftly address any misinformation

incidents. [Philippine News Agency 2]
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Philippines: MANIBELA launches transport

strike over modernization data,

government urges dialogue

(lm) MANIBELA–a transport group in the Philippines

composed of public utility vehicle (PUV) drivers and

operators–began a three-day strike on March 24 in

protest against what it claims is the misrepresentation

of data related to the government’s PUV modernization

program. The group alleges that the Land

Transportation Franchising and Regulatory Board

(LTFRB) provided incorrect figures on franchise

consolidation, which led to the non-renewal of their

provisional authority to operate. MANIBELA claims this

has directly impacted the livelihoods of its members.

In several parts of Metro Manila, including the Punta-

Quiapo and Punta-Divisoria routes, dozens of jeepneys

halted operations, with MANIBELA reporting that up to

60 vehicles joined the strike. The group also posted

images of stranded passengers across various cities,

although other transport operators continued

operating.

In response, the government urged the group to seek a

resolution through dialogue rather than disrupting

commuters. The Department of Transportation (DOTr)

reiterated its openness to adjusting the modernization

program to address sector concerns, pledging to

propose a solution within two weeks. Free bus rides

and increased train deployment on LRT-1 and MRT-3

were arranged to support commuters.

The Palace echoed the call for dialogue, emphasizing

that commuters should not suffer due to

disagreements between transport groups and

authorities. Officials highlighted that the

modernization program will continue but with

renewed validation of figures and on-ground realities.

The LTFRB clarified that the reported 86 percent

consolidation rate refers to applications across all

franchise types, not just jeepneys. Of that figure, only

43 percent have completed the process. The agency

affirmed that all applicants—regardless of their

compliance status—have provisional authority.

Meanwhile, pro-modernization groups including

Pasang Masda and ACTO expressed support for the

government’s reforms and criticized frequent transport

strikes. The PUV modernization program, launched in

2017, seeks to replace outdated vehicles with more

environmentally friendly and roadworthy alternatives.

A modern unit costs over PHP 2 million (USD 35,000),

prompting concerns from operators and drivers



despite the availability of government financing

options. [GMA NEWS ONLINE] [Inquirer.net]

Philippines: CIDG arrests 97 fugitives in

nationwide operations ahead of elections

(lm) Philippine authorities arrested 97 wanted persons

during a three-day nationwide anti-crime campaign

from March 18 to 20, according to the Criminal

Investigation and Detection Group (CIDG). The

operation, dubbed Oplan Pagtugis (Pursuit), targeted

fugitives with outstanding arrest warrants and resulted

in 46 arrests in Luzon, 21 in the Visayas, and 30 in

Mindanao.

All suspects are now in CIDG custody for

documentation and will be presented to the courts

that issued the warrants. [Philippine News Agency]

Philippines: BI enforces direct deportation

flights for POGO-linked criminals

(jm) The Bureau of Immigration (BI) has enacted a new

policy under Board of Commissioners Resolution No.

2025-002, effective March 21, prohibiting deportation

flights with layovers for foreign fugitives linked to

Philippine Offshore Gaming Operators (POGOs). Under

this policy, deported individuals with POGO ties must

now be placed on direct flights to their home

countries, unless no direct route exists. This move is

part of President Ferdinand R. Marcos Jr.’s directive to

implement a total POGO ban and addresses a

significant loophole that POGO-linked deportees have

previously exploited. [Philippine News Agency]

Meanwhile, the BI also arrested five blacklisted

Chinese POGO workers at Zamboanga International

Airport on March 22, after they attempted to leave the

country illegally. The individuals had been trying to

escape via an illegal exit route from Tawi-Tawi to

Malaysia. The authorities intercepted their escape

when their boat broke down. The arrested individuals

were confirmed to be fugitives and blacklisted by the

BI. Following their capture, they were handed over to

the Philippine National Police pending a preliminary

investigation. [The Inquirer.net]

Philippines: Army chief thanks President

Marcos Jr. for daily allowance hike for
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soldiers

(lm) Philippine Army chief Lt. Gen. Roy Galido has

expressed his gratitude to President Ferdinand R.

Marcos Jr. for approving an increase in the daily

subsistence allowance for military personnel from PHP

150 to PHP 350 (from USD 2.60 to USD 6.10). The hike,

retroactive to January 1, 2025, was enacted through

Executive Order No. 84, signed on March 14. The

Department of Budget and Management (DBM) has

released PHP 16.89 billion (USD 294.6 million) to fund

the measure. [Philippine News Agency]

Singapore: Over 2.75 million eligible

voters for GE2025

(lm) As Singapore prepares for its upcoming General

Election (GE2025), the Elections Department (ELD) has

announced that 2,758,095 Singaporeans are eligible to

vote, an increase of 104,153 voters since the last

update in 2020. The revised voter rolls, based on

electoral boundaries as of February 1, will be available

for public inspection starting March 25.

This voter roll update marks a key milestone in the

lead-up to GE2025, which must be held by November

2025. The latest changes in voter eligibility follow the

announcement of the EBRC's report on March 11,

signaling the near arrival of the election. [Channel

NewsAsia] [The Straits Times]

Singapore: Opposition PSP elects new

leadership with six new names in top

decision-making body

(rt) The Progress Singapore Party (PSP), an opposition

party founded in 2019 by former presidential

candidate Tan Cheng Bock, has elected six new

members to its 12-member Central Executive

Committee (CEC), with the newly formed leadership

expected to guide the party into the 2025 general

election (GE2025). The CEC term will run until March

2027.

Re-elected to the CEC are Non-Constituency Members

of Parliament (NCMPs) Leong Mun Wai and Hazel Poa,

along with party chairman Tan Cheng Bock, A’bas

Kasmani, Wendy Low, and Phang Yew Huat. The CEC

will co-opt two additional members to complete a 14-

member leadership body, which will later decide on
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key appointments including the party leader and

secretary-general.

As the PSP positions itself for GE2025, it has signaled

intentions to contest newly redrawn constituencies,

including West Coast–Jurong West GRC and Chua Chu

Kang GRC. While PSP and other smaller parties have

begun staking claims, the ruling People’s Action Party

(PAP) and other major opposition parties have yet to

publicly announce their electoral strategies.  [The

Straits Times] [Channel NewsAsia 1] [Channel

NewsAsia 2]

Singapore: Law Society Vice-President

resigns after outcry over comments on

rape case

(vsq) Chia Boon Teck, the Vice-President of the Law

Society of Singapore, resigned after his comments

about a rape survivor in a LinkedIn post sparked

widespread outrage. His remarks, which questioned

the victim's behavior and implied that she should have

taken better precautions, led to accusations of victim-

blaming. The backlash was swift, with legal

professionals, advocacy groups, and government

officials condemning his views. [The Straits Times]

Law Minister K. Shanmugam criticized Chia’s

comments, emphasizing that they undermined the

victim's credibility despite the High Court finding her to

be an “unusually convincing witness.” Shanmugam

expressed concern that such statements could

discourage other sexual assault victims from coming

forward, stressing the importance of creating a

supportive environment for survivors. The Minister’s

statement highlighted the detrimental impact of

dismissive comments on the victim and the broader

societal effort to combat sexual violence. [Channel

NewsAsia 1] [Channel NewsAsia 2]

Singapore: Migrant worker rights group

calls for ban on unsafe lorry transporting

practices of workers

(rt) The migrant worker rights group, Humanitarian

Organization for Migration Economics (Home) has

urged the Government to ban the practice of

transporting migrant workers on lorries. Home called

on the Government to provide a 12-month transport

subsidy to help companies move away from using

lorries to transport workers. Home also stated that the
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practice is “inherently unsafe” and suggested that a

ban take effect in two stages to give companies time to

navigate the change. This issue of unsafe

transportation of migrant workers has been a

perennial problem that has been raised in Parliament

since 2006.

According to Singapore Road Traffic Act, people can

only travel on the back of lorries if there are employed

by the vehicle owner or hirer, or in the case of medical

emergencies. Home suggested that the Government

should remove the exception that allows workers to be

transported on lorries, so that everyone is subject to

the same passenger safety rules.

In February, Senior Minister of State for Transport Amy

Khor stated in Parliament that the ban is “neither

practical nor viable” for small and medium-sized

enterprises due to cost constraints. Dr Khor said that

the Government is focused on alternative to lorries,

such as buses or building worker dormitories near

construction sites. However, Home responded that

cost constraints should not be used as a justification to

continue the unsafe practices. [The Straits Times]

[Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: Reform Party leader issued

10th POFMA order

(lm) Reform Party leader Kenneth Jeyaretnam has

received his tenth correction direction under

Singapore’s Protection from Online Falsehoods and

Manipulation Act (POFMA) for publishing false claims

about foreign auxiliary police officers (APOs). The

Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) stated that Jeyaretnam

alleged, through a March 9 article and social media

posts, that APOs have the same powers as regular

police, are employed by the government, and are used

to preserve the ruling People’s Action Party’s power in

ways that violate the Constitution.

The MHA refuted these allegations, clarifying that APOs

are employed by private auxiliary police forces, not the

government, and that their powers are limited,

regulated, and do not match those of regular police

officers. It added that foreign APOs constitute only

about 3 percent of the APO population, and their

salaries are independently determined by their

employers.

Jeyaretnam has complied with the correction directive

by posting correction notices on his website and social

media. This marks his second POFMA order in March.

[Channel NewsAsia]
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Singapore: Core inflation falls to 0.6

percent in February as employment grows

in Q4 2024

(rt/lm) Singapore's core inflation – excluding

accommodation and private transport costs – eased to

0.6 percent year-on-year in February, marking the

lowest level in nearly four years. This is the fifth

consecutive decrease, below the median forecast of

0.7 percent and January's 0.8 percent. The last time

core inflation was lower was in March 2021 at 0.5

percent. Overall inflation also dropped to 0.9 percent

year-on-year, reflecting slower price increases across

several sectors, including food, services, and private

transport. The Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS)

and the Ministry of Trade and Industry (MTI) expect

moderate imported inflation, driven by favorable food

supply projections and expected declines in global oil

prices. [Channel NewsAsia 1]

Meanwhile, Singapore's labor market showed positive

growth, with resident employment increasing by 8,800

in 2024, reversing a decline in 2023. This growth was

mainly concentrated in higher-skilled sectors such as

finance and insurance, health and social work,

professional services, and information and

communication. However, lower-skilled sectors, such

as food and beverage services and administrative

support services, saw a decline in resident

employment.

In the fourth quarter (Q4) of 2024, the labor market

remained tight, with 1.64 job vacancies for every

unemployed person. Job vacancies rebounded to

77,500 in December, up from 61,500 in September.

However, retrenchments rose to 3,680 in Q4, mainly in

the financial and insurance sectors. Despite the

increase in both resident and non-resident

employment, the overall job growth slowed compared

to Q3.

The Ministry of Manpower (MOM) cautioned that

Singapore's economic growth in 2025 is expected to

moderate to between 1 percent and 3 percent, due to

global trade tensions and risks to the global

disinflation process. This slower pace of economic

expansion could potentially affect labor market

conditions going forward. [Business Times] [Channel

NewsAsia 2]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-itu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-iil/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-iir/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-iir/


Singapore: Senior Minister Lee and Prime

Minister Wong stress resilience amid

global uncertainty

(rt) As Singapore faces a shifting global order marked

by growing trade tensions and economic uncertainty,

both Senior Minister and former Prime Minister Lee

Hsien Loong and his successor, incumbent Prime

Minister Lawrence Wong, have emphasized the need

for resilience and strategic partnerships to safeguard

the country’s future.

Speaking at the Singapore Maritime Week (SMW) on

March 24, Senior Minister Lee warned that global trade

could experience a significant turning point, with the

possibility of a decline in the trade-to-GDP ratio due to

escalating geopolitical tensions and policy uncertainty.

He highlighted the serious economic and strategic

implications of such a shift, stressing that it would

dampen growth and could lead to domestic and

international political challenges. Despite these risks,

Lee remained optimistic, noting that global trade is still

essential, especially for countries like Singapore, which

rely heavily on imports, particularly food. He reiterated

Singapore's role in fostering efficient and competitive

global trade, ensuring its place as a trusted hub

despite external uncertainties. [Channel NewsAsia]

At the same time, Prime Minister Lawrence Wong

addressed the pressing need to reinforce the

partnership between the government and business

community at the Singapore Business Federation’s

Budget Symposium 2025. He warned of a global

environment increasingly resembling a "lawless jungle"

where "might is right," underlining the importance of a

strong, pro-business environment to navigate the

challenges ahead. Wong emphasized measures to

support businesses, including corporate income tax

rebates, targeted cash grants, and a private credit fund

to improve capital access. He also called for enhancing

Singapore’s enterprise ecosystem by improving worker

training, business access to government schemes, and

reforms to the work permit framework.

Both leaders stressed the need for unity through

Singapore’s tripartite model, which ensures

collaboration between the government, unions,

workers, and businesses to maintain social cohesion

and economic competitiveness. Wong also highlighted

long-term strategic planning, including exploring new

energy sources like nuclear power, as essential to

strengthening Singapore’s resilience in the face of

global challenges.  [The Straits Times] [Business Times]
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Singapore: Virtual port model announced

(rt) Singapore has launched the Maritime Digital Twin

(MDT), a real-time virtual model of the Port of

Singapore. Announced by Minister of State for Law and

Transport, Murali Pillai, during the opening ceremony

of Singapore Maritime Week (SMW), the MDT was

developed through collaboration between the

Maritime and Port Authority (MPA), the Government

Technology Agency, research institutes, and industry

partners. The MDT provides a platform for information

sharing and aims to optimize port efficiency and

reliability by integrating operational data, vessel

information, weather conditions, and marine data,

along with live aerial drone feeds.

The system’s access will be carefully managed, and its

wider rollout will be based on specific use cases

identified for maritime industry stakeholders,

researchers, and academia. MDT is set for trial in the

second half of 2025. [The Business Times]

In addition, the SMW opening highlighted

improvements to the Tripartite Maritime Training

Award (TMTA), which supports mid-career individuals

transitioning to seafaring roles. France’s Transport

Minister Philippe Tabarot also attended SMW,

discussing the decarbonization and digitalization of the

maritime industry and expressing interest in

strengthening maritime and aviation ties with

Singapore. [The Straits Times]

Singapore: Enhanced regional

connectivity with upgraded Tanah Merah

Ferry Terminal

(vsq) Singapore has completed a SGD 20 million (USD

15 million) upgrade to the Tanah Merah Ferry

Terminal, a crucial transport hub connecting Singapore

to regional destinations such as Johor in Malaysia and

the Riau Islands in Indonesia. The renovation

significantly boosts efficiency and regional connectivity.

With the upgrade, the terminal can now accommodate

over three million passengers annually, marking a 25

percent increase in capacity [The Straits Times]

Singapore: SAF inaugurates two new

digital commands to sharpen cyber-

security
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(rt) Singapore’s Armed Forces (SAF) officially launched

two new commands to better protect the country’s

digital backbone and critical information technology

infrastructure against hostile cyber threats. The two

new commands are The Defence Cyber Command and

SAF C4 and Digitalisation Command (SAFC4DC). They

fall under Singapore’s fourth military service, the

Digital and Intelligence Service (DIS). Defence Minister

Ng Eng Hen stated that the inauguration is timely as

cyber threat actors have refined their methods and

used advanced techniques.

The Defence Cyber Command will consolidate

Singapore’s cyber-security capabilities by bringing

together the Cybersecurity Task Force and the Defence

Cyber Organisation under a single command. The

SAFC4DC will bring under its command the Digital Ops-

Tech Centre, which supports the SAF by engineering

digital products that can drive new fighting concepts or

improve existing workflows. SAFC4DC will also

establish the SAF AI Centre, which will enable the

incorporation of artificial intelligence (AI) into wider

SAF operations and raise the level of AI literacy within

the armed forces, hence capitalising on the technology

to strengthen Singapore’s cyber-security. Dr Ng also

addressed that the SAF will establish Cyber Protection

Group to work closely with the CyberSecurity Agency of

Singapore and other partners in the Government and

industry to boost the resilience of Singapore’s digital

systems. [The Straits Times 1]

In a related development, Deputy Prime Minister Heng

Swee Keat also stated that Singapore will remain

steadfast in its commitment to facilitating innovations

and partnerships so as to advance global security.

Speaking at the Singapore Defence Technology Summit

(SDTS), DPM Heng laid out Singapore’s approach to

technological development at a time when emerging

fields such as AI and quantum technologies offer both

unprecedented opportunity and risks in areas such as

defense. [The Straits Times 2]

Singapore: Safti City high-tech urban

training facility launched

(rt) On March 19, Defence Minister Ng Eng Hen

officially opened Safti City Phase 1, a state-of-the-art

urban training facility designed to prepare soldiers

from the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) for a range of

operations, including counter-terrorism, homeland

security, and disaster relief.

Located on a 17-hectare site, the facility mimics a

densely built-up urban environment with 71 buildings,
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MRT stations, and over 11,000 electronic sensors to

enhance training realism. The facility is already

operational, having hosted units such as the 5th

Battalion Singapore Infantry Regiment (5 SIR) and the

41st Battalion Singapore Armoured Regiment since

October 2024.

Safti City, which will eventually span 88 hectares, is

part of Singapore's efforts to create realistic training

environments that ensure soldiers can handle complex

urban operations. The facility is primarily designed for

national servicemen, with future collaborations

planned with the Home Team for domestic scenarios.

[The Straits Times]

Singapore: Authorities seize USD 150,000

worth of illegal e-vaporizers in two cases

(lm) Singapore authorities have seized over SGD

200,000 (USD 150,000) worth of illegal electronic

vaporizers in two separate cases on February 28 and

March 1, underscoring the country’s strict stance

against vaping. The Health Sciences Authority (HSA)

and the Immigration and Checkpoints Authority (ICA)

announced on March 24 that nearly 10,000 e-

vaporizers were confiscated.

Singapore has enforced a complete ban on the

possession, use, and sale of e-vaporizers and related

products since February 2018. Authorities have

reiterated that importing, distributing, or selling e-

vaporizers is a serious offense. Offenders face fines of

up to SGD 10,000 (USD 7,500), imprisonment for up to

six months, or both for a first offense. Repeat

offenders may be fined up to SGD 20,000 (USD 15,000),

jailed for up to 12 months, or both. [Channel

NewsAsia]

Thailand: Censure debate against Prime

Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra

(msz/bk/lm) Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra

faced her first no-confidence debate from March 24 to

25, 2025, marking a pivotal test of her leadership,

coalition unity, and government credibility. The debate,

initiated by the opposition People’s Party (PP),

centered on accusations of incompetence, tax

avoidance, and the alleged influence of her father,

former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, who

remains an influential figure despite his absence from

public office.
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In the lead-up to the debate, the opposition was

granted 28 hours to question the prime minister, while

the government would have seven hours to respond. A

vote of no-confidence was scheduled for March 26 but

could be delayed to March 27 if the debate extended

past midnight on March 25-which was not clear at the

time of writing. [Bangkok Post 1]

In a significant development, the military-aligned

Palang Pracharath Party (PPRP) signaled that the

debate could lead to legal actions, including petitions

to the National Anti-Corruption Commission and the

Constitutional Court. Additionally, internal tensions

within the ruling Pheu Thai Party surfaced, particularly

regarding whether senior MP Pol Capt Chalerm

Ubumrung, a long-time Shinawatra loyalist, would

participate. Chalerm had recently threatened to

expose damaging information about Thaksin after his

son defected to the PPRP. [Bangkok Post 2] [Bangkok

Post 3]

Day 1

The opposition launched their attacks, accusing

Paetongtarn of lacking the leadership, knowledge, and

will necessary to govern effectively. People’s Party

leader Natthaphong Ruengpanyawut criticized the

prime minister’s handling of national issues such as

ultrafine dust pollution, high electricity charges, and

the spread of blackchin tilapia. He also condemned the

failure of the government’s THB 10,000 digital wallet

scheme to stimulate the economy. [Bangkok Post 4]

[Thai Enquirer 1] [Thai Enquirer 2] [Thai Enquirer 3]

A central focus of the opposition's argument was the

alleged influence of Paetongtarn's father, former Prime

Minister Thaksin Shinawatra. Natthaphong suggested

that Thailand was effectively being led by two

individuals: an inexperienced prime minister praised as

a new generation leader, and an experienced

“outsider” in the form of Thaksin, who remains beyond

public scrutiny. This critique was echoed by PPRP

leader Gen Prawit Wongsuwon, who claimed that

Paetongtarn’s family had influenced political decisions,

citing instances where meetings of political party

leaders had been held at their family residence. He

also accused her of failing to implement effective

economic policies, leading to business closures and

rising unemployment.

In response, Paetongtarn briefly denied the

accusations but faced criticism for not offering a more

detailed rebuttal to the opposition's claims. Observers

felt she should have mounted a stronger defense

against these allegations. [Thai PBS World 1] [Thai PBS

World 2]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-idy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-idj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-idt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-idt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-idi/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-idd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-idh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-idk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-idu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-ihl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-ihl/


The opposition also raised the issue of the Alpine land

plot in Pathum Thani, accusing the Shinawatra family

of preventing its return to Thammikaram Temple.

People’s Party MP Chulapong Yukate alleged that

Paetongtarn used political influence to delay the land’s

return despite court rulings stating it should go back to

the temple. Paetongtarn responded, asserting that her

family had legally acquired the land and had not

interfered in the dispute. [Bangkok Post 6] [Thai PBS

World 3]

Other issues raised included the government’s

handling of the Tak Bai massacre, the mining sector,

and energy projects. The opposition accused

Paetongtarn’s government of inaction on mining

violations, specifically related to the Akara Resources’

Chatree gold mine, and criticized the government’s

failure to address illegal mining operations and policy

corruption in high-speed rail projects. [Thai Enquirer 4]

[Thai Enquirer 5]

The debate also touched on foreign policy, with Gen

Prawit criticizing the government’s dealings with

Cambodia over the 2001 Memorandum of

Understanding (MoU), which he argued could

jeopardize Thailand’s territorial and maritime

resources.

The second day of the debate saw further allegations

of tax avoidance. People’s Party MP Wiroj

Lakkhanaadisorn claimed that Paetongtarn had

received shares worth THB 4.43 billion (USD 131

million) from her family without paying inheritance tax,

which he argued amounted to a tax evasion of THB

218.7 million (USD 6.46 million). Paetongtarn defended

the transaction, explaining that the shares were part of

a family restructuring and were paid for through

promissory notes, with no intention of tax evasion.

[Bangkok Post 5]

Day 2

On the second day, Prime Minister Paetongtarn faced

renewed scrutiny, with the opposition, led by the PP,

questioned her competency, knowledge, and

leadership, citing several instances where Paetongtarn

made incorrect or inadequate responses to key issues.

PP MP Pakamon Noon-anan criticized Paetongtarn’s

lack of understanding on economic matters, pointing

out her incorrect comments about the effects of a

stronger baht on exports. She also referenced her

poor performance at the Forbes Global CEO Forum in

2024, accusing Paetongtarn of failing to attract foreign

investment by providing vague and irrelevant answers.
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In addition to questioning her economic expertise, the

opposition also raised concerns about Paetongtarn's

handling of her father’s health. MP Rangsiman Rome

questioned why Paetongtarn, just two days before

Thaksin’s return to Thailand, had declared him healthy,

only for him to be hospitalized upon arrival. He

suggested that the timing of Thaksin’s hospitalization

seemed suspicious, implying it was a strategy to avoid

imprisonment. Rangsiman further pointed out

inconsistencies in Paetongtarn’s statements about her

father's condition, such as her failure to mention the

corrections department's diagnosis of Thaksin's health

issues while he prepared his clemency application.

Opposition MPs also criticized Paetongtarn’s

management of key national issues, such as the

government's failure to address ultrafine dust

pollution and rising electricity charges. They accused

her of not taking responsibility for economic

mismanagement, including the ineffective THB 10,000

digital wallet scheme.[Bangkok Post 6] [Bangkok Post

7]

Thailand: Thaksin says Yingluck’s return

postponed beyond Songkran

(lm) Thaksin Shinawatra, a former prime minister who’s

widely seen as the de facto leader of the ruling Pheu

Thai Party, has acknowledged that his sister, former

prime minister Yingluck Shinawatra, will not return to

Thailand in time for this year’s Songkran festival,

despite earlier hopes of celebrating the traditional new

year together. Thaksin, who returned from 17 years of

self-exile in August 2024, said on March 23 that the

timing of her return remains “inappropriate” but

emphasized she would return “when the time is right.”

He declined to elaborate on the reasons for the delay.

Yingluck has been living in exile—largely in London—

since fleeing the country in 2017 to avoid a court

verdict. She was later sentenced in absentia by the

Supreme Court’s Criminal Division for Holders of

Political Positions for negligence in preventing

corruption in her government’s rice-pledging scheme.

[Bangkok Post 1]

In related developments, Thaksin is currently the

subject of an ongoing anti-corruption investigation into

his extended stay at the Police General Hospital. The

National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) has

acknowledged that the probe is facing delays due to

difficulties in obtaining critical documents from

agencies such as the Department of Corrections and

the hospital.
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The investigation aims to determine whether

government officials unlawfully facilitated Thaksin’s

prolonged hospitalization, circumventing normal

prison procedures. Thaksin, initially sentenced to eight

years in prison for corruption and abuse of power, had

his sentence reduced to one year through royal

clemency, but he spent most of his sentence in a VIP

hospital ward before being granted parole and

discharged in February 2025.

The NACC has stated that once all evidence is

collected, it will decide whether to proceed with formal

charges or close the case, with the findings to be

reviewed by the commission. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Senate votes down two picks for

charter court judges

(msz) The Thai Senate has rejected two nominees for

the Constitutional Court—Siripan Noksuan Sawasdi, a

political scientist at Chulalongkorn University, and

Chatri Atjananont, a former director-general of the

Department of Consular Affairs—after both failed to

secure the minimum 100 votes required. Siripan

received 43 votes in favor and 136 against, while Chatri

garnered 47 in favor and 115 opposed.

The rejection followed closed-door deliberations and

was driven by multiple concerns. Siripan was criticized

by conservative senators for signing a petition to

amend Section 112 of the Criminal Code, Thailand’s

lese majeste law, which criminalizes defamation of the

monarchy. In response, she defended her position as

an exercise of academic freedom. The lese majeste law

has been a contentious political issue in recent years,

with critics arguing it is overly broad and used to

silence dissent.

Chatri, meanwhile, was not the preferred choice of

influential "blue-affiliated" senators linked to the

Bhumjaithai Party, who had favored other candidates.

Neither of their preferred names made it through the

selection committee, which included top judicial and

legislative leaders.

Some senators also raised procedural concerns, with

Sen Nanthana Nanthawaropas suggesting the vote be

postponed due to ongoing investigations into alleged

collusion during the 2024 Senate election. Critics

warned that any appointments made could later be

invalidated if sitting senators are disqualified.

Despite support from some minority senators and

recognition of both candidates’ qualifications, the
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nominations were ultimately rejected. The result

reflects ongoing political tensions, particularly over

judicial appointments and the future interpretation of

key laws such as Section 112. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Senate election probe deepens

as Election Commission and DSI pursue

collusion cases

(lm) Thailand’s Election Commission (EC) has stepped

up its investigation into alleged vote-rigging during the

2024 Senate election, identifying 27 cases with

potential signs of collusion out of 220 complaints

received. EC chairman Ittiporn Boonpracong stated

that while formal investigations have not yet begun for

these 27 cases, they are under close scrutiny due to

the complexity and seriousness of the allegations.

Collusion typically involves multiple individuals, which

the EC says makes the process more time-consuming.

The EC has already fully investigated 115 complaints

and referred nine cases to the Supreme Court.

The Department of Special Investigation (DSI) has also

transferred three additional cases to the EC, citing

potential violations of Senate election laws and money

laundering. The EC has invited DSI officials to

collaborate on these cases to expedite the process.

The DSI’s involvement follows its preliminary probe,

which found sufficient evidence of misconduct within

the EC’s jurisdiction. The EC noted that the use of

existing findings will help avoid restarting

investigations from scratch.

The EC has faced growing criticism over the perceived

delay and lack of transparency in its probe. In

response, EC chairman Ittiporn defended the

commission’s cautious approach, emphasizing the

importance of due process and fairness for all parties

involved. He acknowledged that verifying complaints

becomes harder if they are lodged long after the

alleged misconduct.

Meanwhile, around 30 reserve-list Senate candidates

submitted a petition demanding the suspension of EC

secretary-general Sawaeng Boonmee for alleged

negligence in preventing collusion. They also called for

the involvement of multiple state agencies — including

the Royal Thai Police, the Anti-Money Laundering

Office (Amlo), and the Office of the Attorney General —

to ensure a credible and transparent investigation.

Separately, the National Anti-Corruption Commission

(NACC) is still considering whether to open an
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investigation into Justice Minister Tawee Sodsong and

DSI director-general Pol Maj Yutthana Praedam, after

senators accused them of overstepping their authority

in probing money-laundering allegations related to the

Senate election.

Thailand’s 2024 Senate election, conducted through a

peer-voting system at district, provincial, and national

levels, has faced ongoing allegations of collusion and

manipulation, prompting public calls for stronger

oversight and accountability. [Bangkok Post 1]

[Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Ethics probe into former Move

Forward Party MPs enters final stage

(lm) An ethics investigation by the National Anti-

Corruption Commission (NACC) into 44 former

lawmakers of the now-dissolved Move Forward Party

(MFP) is nearing completion.

The probe focuses on their push to amend Thailand’s

lèse-majesté law, which the Constitutional Court ruled

in January 2024 as an attempt to undermine the

constitutional monarchy. In the wake of the same

ruling, in August 2024, the Constitutional Court

ordered the dissolution of the MFP, citing its campaign

to amend the country's strict royal defamation law as

an attempt to overthrow the monarchy. This decision

led to a 10-year political ban for 11 of its executives,

including former leader Pita Limjaroenrat.

According to NACC Secretary-General Sarote

Phuengramphan, the accused have been summoned

to present their defenses within 15 to 30 days. While

the charges are for serious ethical violations—not

criminal misconduct—the consequences could be

significant. If found guilty, the case will be referred to

the Supreme Court for Holders of Political Positions,

which could result in disqualification from office and

future election bans.

Many of the individuals under investigation are now

part of the opposition People's Party, an offshoot of

the MFP. The original complaint was filed by a lawyer

following the Constitutional Court’s order for the MFP

to cease all efforts to amend Section 112. [Bangkok

Post]

Thailand: Former deputy minister denies

links to controversial SKYY9 building deal
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(lm) Former Deputy Public Health Minister and former

Palang Pracharath Party (PPRP) deputy leader Santi

Promphat has denied involvement in the controversial

purchase of the SKYY9 Centre by Thailand’s Social

Security Office (SSO), amid ongoing public and

parliamentary scrutiny. The THB 7 billion (USD 203

million) transaction has drawn criticism for potential

overvaluation and alleged political connections.

Santi’s son, Pattana Promphat, is an executive at

Watergate Pavilion Co., which acquired the building in

2017 and later sold it to AGRE 101 Co. in 2019. AGRE

101 subsequently sold the property to a private equity

trust under the SSO. Santi insisted he had no

connection to AGRE 101 and claimed no knowledge of

the SSO’s interest in the building at the time, rejecting

speculation of a behind-the-scenes political

arrangement. [Bangkok Post]

The SKYY9 Centre was initially appraised at only THB 3

billion (USD 87 million), according to opposition

People’s Party MP Rukchanok Srinork, who has

questioned the transparency of the deal. Although the

SSO defended the purchase by citing independent

appraisals and SEC-regulated investment channels, the

discrepancy in valuation and lack of property

management expertise at the SSO has raised broader

concerns about governance and oversight. [AiR No. 11,

March/2025, 3]

Labour Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn has called

for an official inquiry, while Interior Minister Anutin

Charnvirakul stressed the investigation would be

conducted independently and fairly. Meanwhile, the

SSO is preparing to scale up its off-market investments

to THB 130 billion (USD 3.77 billion), fueling further

debate over risk and transparency in public fund

management. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: No decision yet on cutting visa-

free period to 30 days, says foreign

ministry

(rt) The Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs clarified on

March 21 that no final decision has been made

regarding the potential reduction of the visa-free stay

period for tourists from 60 to 30 days. While earlier

reports indicated that the government was considering

the change to address concerns about foreigners

exploiting visa-free entry to work or conduct business

illegally, the ministry emphasized that the current

policy remains unchanged.
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Implemented in July 2024, the visa exemption scheme

allows passport holders from 93 countries to stay in

Thailand for up to 60 days, with the option to extend

for another 30 days. The ministry said it is still

gathering feedback on the benefits and drawbacks of

the policy and will submit findings to the visa policy

committee before any proposal is made to the cabinet.

Officials aim to balance tourism promotion with

national security concerns, amid reports that most

tourists stay fewer than 21 days despite the 60-day

allowance [see AiR No. 11, March/2025, 3]. [Bangkok

Post]

Thailand: Activists warn of potential

loopholes in revised alcohol control bill

(lm) Thai lawmakers have passed amendments to the

Alcoholic Beverage Control Bill with 365 votes in favor

and no opposition, sparking concern among activists

about possible regulatory loopholes that could benefit

large corporations. The Stop-Drink Network Thailand

said it will closely monitor the development of the bill’s

organic laws, warning that the removal of key

restrictions could weaken alcohol advertising

regulations.

Parliament voted overwhelmingly to strike down

Section 32, which previously banned both direct and

indirect alcohol advertisements, effectively allowing

businesses to promote alcoholic beverages. People’s

Party MP Taopiphop Limjittrakorn noted the repeal

also nullifies a 1972 military-era regulation that limited

alcohol sales during specific daytime hours, and added

that new provisions would permit alcohol sales on

government premises and in educational institutions

for instructional purposes.

Alcohol vending machines may also be allowed in the

future, though the changes will only take effect after

related organic laws are enacted. The bill will next go

to the Senate for review. Activists expressed concern

that the law may be diluted during this stage,

particularly regarding protections for youth and the

ability of small businesses to compete fairly. [Bangkok

Post]

Thailand: Public concern and calls for

transparency grow over casino-

entertainment complex bill
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(lm/msz) Thailand's proposed casino-entertainment

complex bill has stirred widespread public concern and

prompted calls for open dialogue and careful scrutiny.

According to a recent NIDA Poll conducted between

March 18 and 20 among 1,310 adults nationwide, most

Thais doubt the economic merits of the project and

fear a rise in vice, gambling addiction, and corruption.

A significant 32.6 percent of respondents worry the

policy would foster immorality and harm national

security, while 30.2 percent question whether the

initiative would genuinely improve the economy.

Additional concerns include gambling addiction (28.1

percent), money laundering (24.9 percent), political

interference, and inadequate transparency.

Furthermore, over 63 percent of respondents believe

the bill could trigger new social and political conflicts,

with 31.8 percent anticipating possible violence. Only

9.2 percent felt the policy would not lead to any

conflict. [Bangkok Post 1]

Amid these concerns, House Speaker Wan Muhamad

Noor Matha has urged public consultation on the bill,

stressing the importance of weighing both its

economic potential and social risks. Speaking at a

House seminar on anti-drug and anti-money

laundering policy, he refrained from supporting or

opposing the bill outright but emphasized the need for

inclusive decision-making and public participation.

Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra also echoed

these sentiments, urging the government not to rush

the legislation and to ensure ample space for public

input. [Bangkok Post 2]

The Entertainment Complex Bill, not yet deliberated by

the Cabinet, includes a controversial proposal

requiring Thai citizens to present proof of at least THB

50 million (USD 1.45 million) in bank savings over six

months to gain entry. This clause is under review. To

address financial risks, the Anti-Money Laundering

Office (AMLO) will be represented on the bill’s policy

committee to oversee compliance and prevent money

laundering.

Thailand: PAO chief from opposition

People’s Party accused of defamation

(msz) Recently elected provincial administrative

organisation (PAO) president Weeradet Phupisit was

reportedly accused of defaming his rivals during

campaigning in Lamphun. Weeradet was the only

successful candidate from the opposition People's

Party (PP) in the latest round of PAO elections.
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Election Commission (EC) chairman, Itthiporn

Boonpracong said on March 20 that provincial election

authorities have launched a fact-finding investigation

to find out whether there is sufficient evidence to

proceed with a formal preliminary investigation at the

provincial level, There are at most 90 days to complete

the investigation after which the findings will be

submitted to the EC in Bangkok for review and a

decision on whether any further investigation is

needed.The EC will then have at most 60 days to

examine the preliminary investigation's results and

then ask its sub-committee responsible for judging the

case to recommend what action should be then

ordered regarding the allegation based on the same

set of findings. In turn, the subcommittee will have 90

days to complete the work.

The EC has thus far endorsed all results of the

February 1 PAO elections, except for those in

Chachoengsao and Trat, where the winning candidates

were suspended due to eligibility transgressions. A re-

run election will be held on April 12 to elect new

winners in these two provinces. A re-run is also

required for Trang, Suphan Buri and Chumphon

because these provinces only had one candidate each

contesting the election who won with scores

accounting for less than 10 percent of the total voter

turnout and less than the no vote percentage.

[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Widening healthcare corruption

scandals reveal deep systemic flaws

(lm) Two major corruption cases have rocked

Thailand's healthcare system, highlighting the misuse

of public funds and exposing how both local hospitals

and state institutions have been entangled in fraud

networks.

In one of the country’s largest healthcare corruption

scandals to date, whistleblower Patchani Phunsuk

helped uncover a decade-long operation at Bangkok’s

Veterans General Hospital. The scheme involved high-

ranking military officers, doctors, and over 600

recruited “fake patients” who were coached to feign

illnesses in order to obtain large quantities of taxpayer-

funded drugs. These medications were then diverted

to the black market, with some stored at a

condominium laundry shop.

Patchani, refusing to take part, documented the

network’s activities through recordings, undercover

evidence, and testimonies, eventually submitting the

material to the House Armed Forces Committee. Her
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actions led to an ongoing multi-agency investigation

involving the Anti-Corruption Division, National Anti-

Corruption Commission, and Public Sector Anti-

Corruption Commission. Investigators say the scheme

likely caused billions of baht in damages, and the

investigation is now expanding beyond Lop Buri to

other provinces and hospitals. Authorities confirmed

some medical professionals prescribed unnecessary

medication while allegedly receiving kickbacks. Despite

efforts to conceal the evidence, Patchani’s refusal to

back down has made her a symbol of civic bravery.

[Bangkok Post 1]

In a separate case in Khon Kaen province, a 44-year-

old hospital staffer was arrested for his alleged

involvement in a THB 100 million (USD 2.9 million) tax

fraud scheme. The Economic Crime Suppression

Division found that the suspect, listed as a board

member of a company, had signed off on 138 fake tax

invoices for nonexistent recyclable waste sales. Though

the man claimed he was unaware of the fraud and said

he was misled into signing documents for small

payments back in 2015, he is currently in custody

pending further legal proceedings. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Court schedules pretrial

meetings in iCon fraud case for next year

(lm) The Ratchada Criminal Court has scheduled

pretrial hearings for early 2026 in the high-profile fraud

case involving The iCon Group. The Department of

Special Investigation (DSI) has charged 17 individuals,

including Warathaphon “Boss Paul” Waratyaworrakul,

founder and CEO of The iCon Group, with offenses

such as public fraud, fraudulent borrowing, operating

an illegal direct sales business, and related crimes. The

defendants are currently detained at the Bangkok

Remand Prison and the Central Women's Correctional

Institution. [Bangkok Post]

The iCon Group, a direct sales company led by

Warathaphon, has been accused of operating a

pyramid scheme under the guise of a legitimate

business. Authorities arrested 18 executives, including

Warathaphon, on charges of public fraud and violating

the Computer Crime Act by disseminating false

information online. The company allegedly focused

more on recruiting new members than on selling

actual products, leading to significant financial losses

for investors. As of October 2024, over 4,700 victims

had reported losses totaling approximately THB 1.4

billion (USD40.8 million).
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Thailand: Education Council rejects low

ASEAN ranking, highlights literacy rate

(lm) The Office of the Education Council (OEC), a

government body in Thailand responsible for

overseeing and advising on educational policy and

development, has dismissed a recent report placing

Thailand’s education system below many ASEAN

countries, citing a lack of clear evidence and saying the

findings do not accurately reflect the current situation.

According to the 2025 education ranking by World

Population Review, Thailand ranked 107th globally

among 203 countries, falling behind seven ASEAN

nations: Singapore (11th), Brunei (47th), Indonesia

(67th), Vietnam (53rd), the Philippines (71st), Malaysia

(89th), and Laos (102nd). Only Myanmar and Cambodia

were ranked lower.

Assoc Prof Prawit Erawan, OEC secretary-general,

pointed out discrepancies with data sourced from the

annual Best Countries Report by U.S. News & World

Report, BAV Group, and the Wharton School, which

placed Thailand in 48th place globally. In that report,

Thailand was ranked third in ASEAN, behind Singapore

(22nd) and Malaysia (37th). Notably, Laos and Brunei

were not included in the rankings.

The World Population Review did not provide

additional details on how the rankings were calculated,

leading Prawit to question their reliability. He also

noted that the literacy rate data used was from 2021,

and that the OEC's own assessment, which will be

finalized later this month, puts Thailand's literacy rate

at 99 percent, the highest in ASEAN.

While acknowledging that the ranking indicates a need

for Thailand to address challenges within its education

system, Prawit emphasized the importance of focusing

on accurate data, such as literacy rates, to gauge the

true strengths and weaknesses of the country’s

educational framework. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Cabinet approves tougher

domestic violence law

(msz) On March 18, the cabinet approved an

amendment to the existing 2007 version of the

Domestic Violence Victim Protection Act. The amended

act will enhance penalties tenfold, particularly for

offences against minors aged under 18. It will also

increase penalties for repeat offences committed

within three years after the previous offences. The aim

is to prevent the reoccurence of violence while
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assisting the authorities to offer effective assistance to

the victims. The draft was approved by the Committee

of the Domestic Protection and Development

Promotion Act in July 2024. The draft will later be

forwarded to the House for deliberation.

Under the amended act, the legal definition of the

word "domestic violence" will be expanded to cover

sexual molestation, the intention to cause health and

mental harm, as well as reputational harm, and a

broader scope of offences compared to the 2007

version, which covers only physical, mental, and health

abuses. Those found to commit acts of physical abuse

or insults or acts of forcing or not forcing to commit

illegal or immoral acts on their family members will

face a maximum of six-month prison sentence and/or

a THB 60,000 fine (around USD 1783.8), compared to

the THB 6,000 fine (around USD 178.4) in the earlier

edition of the law.

In 2023, the Social Development and Human Security

Ministry’s 1300 hotline dealt with more than 4,100

cases compared to just under 3,000 in 2022. The

overwhelming majority of abuse and violence victims

are women. In 2023, there were reportedly 3,000

women victims of abuse, while 1,100 men faced abuse.

[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Activists welcome expanded

hormonal therapy services for

transgender community

(lm) LGBTQ+ advocates have hailed the Thai

government’s decision to allocate THB 145.63 million

(USD 4.22 million) to the National Health Security

Office (NHSO) to provide gender-affirming hormone

therapy to 200,000 transgender individuals,

particularly low-income and informal sector workers.

The policy, approved in January 2025, marks a major

step toward inclusive healthcare and is part of the

government’s broader support for marriage equality.

Activists emphasized the importance of making

services accessible across provinces and at the primary

care level to reach transgender individuals living

outside urban areas. They also called for improved

health literacy to prevent risky self-medication,

especially among youth.

Tlaleng Mofokeng, the United Nations Human Rights

Council’s Special Rapporteur on the Right to Health,

praised the initiative during her visit in February but

urged authorities to address the systemic
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discrimination transgender people often face in the

healthcare system.

Thailand is home to Tangerine, Asia’s largest

transgender-focused health clinic, which treats

approximately 7,000 patients annually. Hormone

therapy at the clinic typically costs THB 5,000–7,000

(USD 145–202) per year. However, until now, most

transgender individuals had to bear these costs out of

pocket, limiting access for many. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Government launches debt buy-

back and loan guarantee programs

(bk/lm) Deputy Prime Minister and Finance Minister

Pichai Chunhavajira announced plans to purchase non-

performing loans (NPLs) under THB 100,000 (USD

2,900), targeting some 3.5 million small-scale debtors—

roughly 65 percent of all NPL holders—whose overdue

consumer loans total THB 120 billion (USD 3.5 billion).

The debt buy-back program, to be funded through the

Financial Institutions Development Fund (FIDF), will

acquire these bad loans from banks at just 1 percent of

their face value. The debts, many of which have

already been written off by banks, will then be

restructured by a debt management company to

enable affordable repayments, with only

administrative costs added.

The government believes this initiative could curb

informal lending, reduce household debt, and

stimulate consumer spending. While repayments won’t

immediately erase borrowers’ credit histories,

measures are being explored to expedite their removal

from National Credit Bureau (NCB) records. Additional

support could come from the Government Savings

Bank and virtual banks, offering small loans to affected

individuals without NCB checks. [Bangkok Post 1]

Simultaneously, the Finance Ministry has rolled out a

separate initiative under the Thai Credit Guarantee

Corporation (TCG) to support the struggling

automobile sector, particularly pickup truck sales. The

"Finance Ministry will guarantee your truck" program—

launched with a THB 5 billion (USD 148 million) credit

limit—aims to guarantee truck hire-purchase loans for

over 6,250 vehicles. Financial institutions, hesitant to

lend due to SME risks and low resale values, will now

receive government-backed guarantees covering the

gap between outstanding debt and auction prices. The

government will cover the guarantee fees for the first

three years and then partially subsidize them until year

seven. Applications open April 1 and run through
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December 30, in line with the Bangkok International

Motor Show.

Deputy Finance Minister Paopoom Rojanasakul

emphasized the pickup truck program’s broader

impact on supply chains and job creation, positioning it

as a key measure to maintain Thailand’s regional

automotive manufacturing status. The policy is

projected to trigger THB 5 billion (USD 148 million) in

new loans and generate economic activity worth THB

21 billion (USD 622 million). [The Nation]

These efforts are complemented by a controversial

proposal backed by former Prime Minister Thaksin

Shinawatra, who has called for a broader household

debt-relief plan involving the government’s acquisition

of bad debt from banks. While Thaksin, widely seen as

de facto leader of the ruling Pheu Thai Party, suggests

financing through private investment and offering

borrowers a financial reset, the proposal has drawn

skepticism from economists and opposition

lawmakers. Critics warn it may encourage irresponsible

borrowing and disproportionately benefit commercial

banks without addressing deeper structural issues or

the large share of informal debt.

Experts advocate pairing any buy-back scheme with

financial education, stricter eligibility criteria, and

structural reforms to ensure long-term debt

sustainability. The Bank of Thailand has yet to endorse

the plan, stressing its focus remains on prevention and

expanding access to responsible credit. [Bangkok Post

2]

Thailand: Central bank relaxes loan rules

to help struggling property sector

(msz) On March 20, the Bank of Thailand (BoT)

announced the easing of loan-to-value rules from May

2025 to June 2026 to support the struggling property

sector. The central bank also assured that the

relaxation would not pose significant risks to financial

stability. Although the expectation lies in addressing

the issue of high supply and support related

businesses, the bank forecast that the measures will

have limited impact on boosting the economy, which

has been slowly recovering since the pandemic.

Ailing property sector and mounting household debt

The announcement came amidst the developments’

request for government assistance due to weak

demand, oversupply, stringent home loan criteria and

soaring household debt levels. As of September 2024,
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Thailand’s household debt was THB 16.34 trillion (USD

486 billion), or 89.0 percent of GDP, one of the highest

levels in Asia leading to a slump in consumption and

growth. The new loan-to-value limit - the percentage of

a property’s value that can be given as a loan - will be

100 percent for all housing contracts, from 70 percent

to 90 percent currently. Prior to this, this limit applied

only for first-home contracts of less than THB 10

million (USD 297,265).

BoT remarks

The BoT on March 19 said that measures to address

household debt must be in line with good financial

discipline. It also warned that risks to financial stability

from the new mortgage policy should be minimal

amidst the tight current financial situation and high

caution of financial institutions on lending. According

to the Government Housing Bank, 2024 saw a drop in

home loans by 13.4 percent year-on-year to THB 587

billion (around USD 17.3 billion), while the value of

nationwide residential property transfers declined by

6.3 percent.

Government response

Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira on March 20

hinted at the government’s upcoming announcement

to reduce transfer and mortgage registration fees

within a month to support the sector. A cut on

ownership transfer fees and mortgage registration

fees to 0.01 percent for houses valued up to THB 7

million (USD 208,395) ended in 2024.

Pichai added that he is also exploring ways to manage

borrowers’ bad debt of less than THB 100,000 (USD

2,977), primarily consumer debt, which would require

a minimal budget, just management costs and would

not burden the government. [Thai PBS World]

Thailand: Uncertainty over US tariff

response plan, Finance Ministry says

Commerce Ministry should lead

(bk) The Commerce Ministry is closely monitoring the

upcoming U.S. reciprocal tariff, set to take effect on

April 2, which could potentially impact Thailand,

according to the Ministry of Finance (MoF). Finance

Ministry Permanent Secretary Lavaron Sangsnit stated

that the Commerce Ministry is best positioned to

assess the tariffs' effects and take appropriate

mitigation steps.
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However, a source from the Customs Department

noted that there are no clear guidelines yet on how

Thailand should respond, adding that the Fiscal Policy

Office, an MoF body, is responsible for formulating the

necessary policies.

The U.S. remains Thailand's largest export market, and

the tariff policy, introduced by President Donald

Trump, poses risks for countries like Thailand. While

the U.S. has not confirmed which countries will be

subject to the tariffs, sources indicate that Thailand is

likely to be impacted by the policy. In response to the

impending tariffs, the Foreign Ministry is reportedly

holding discussions with U.S. officials to address the

issue. [The Nation]

Thailand: Foreign investment increases

during first two months of 2025

(acs) Foreign investment in Thailand saw a significant

rise during the first two months of 2025, as

registrations for new foreign business licenses under

the Foreign Business Act, B.E. 2542 totaled 41

applications, and business certificates reached 140

applications. The total investment amounted to THB

35,277 million (USD 1 billion), marking a 33 percent

increase compared to the same period last year.

Employment of Thai labor also saw a notable increase,

rising by 140 percent with 1,344 new jobs created.

The top five foreign investors in Thailand during this

period are Japan, China, Singapore, the United States,

and Hong Kong. Japan leads with 38 investors,

accounting for 21 percent of the total investment,

amounting to THB 13,676 million (USD 407 million).

China and Singapore each had 23 investors,

contributing THB 5,113 million (USD 153 million) and

THB 4,490 million (USD 134 million), respectively. The

United States had 19 investors with an investment of

THB 1,372 million (USD 41 million), while Hong Kong

had 16 investors contributing THB 1,587 million (USD

47 million).

Additionally, the Eastern Economic Corridor (EEC) saw

57 foreign investors in the past two months,

accounting for 31 percent of the total foreign

investment, with an investment value of THB 17,546

million (USD 525 million). Japan had the highest

number of investors in the EEC, with 19 investors

contributing THB 8,096 million (USD 240 million),

followed by China with 14 investors and THB 2,751

million (USD 82 million), and Singapore with 8 investors

and THB 2,191 million (USD 66 million). [Royal Thai

Government]
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Thailand: Restaurant and nightlife sectors

seek relief from 5 percent excise tax amid

economic slowdown

(lm) Operators of restaurants and entertainment

venues in Thailand are urging the government to

suspend the 5 percent excise tax imposed on

businesses operating past midnight. They argue that

the sluggish economy and shrinking profits have made

the tax unsustainable and are calling for a new tax

structure better suited to current conditions.

The petition, submitted on March 18 and supported by

six associations including the Night Restaurant

Business Trade Association and the Khao San Road

Business Association, warns that continued taxation

could force closures and lead to widespread

unemployment. Industry leaders argue that the tax

duplicates existing levies on alcohol and other goods,

and adds strain to already high labor and rental costs.

The move comes amid broader signs of economic

recession, with major business closures and layoffs

reducing consumer spending, which in turn hits

restaurants and nightlife venues particularly hard.

Industry representatives believe the tax suspension

would complement tourism stimulus efforts and help

restore Thailand’s international competitiveness.

[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Hotels Association calls for

stronger laws and penalties to end illegal

short-term condo rentals

(bk) The Thai Hotels Association (THA) has raised

concerns about the growing issue of foreign investors,

particularly Chinese nationals, purchasing multiple

condominium units and renting them out for short-

term stays at significantly lower prices than hotels.

These "zero-dollar condos" are often listed on online

platforms and undermine the local hotel industry,

which is struggling to compete with these low-cost

rentals. This practice is illegal under Thai law, as daily

accommodation services must be licensed as hotels

according to the Hotel Act of 2004. However,

condominium units generally do not meet the

requirements for this license. The THA argues that the

government needs to amend existing laws and

implement stricter enforcement to tackle this problem.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dli/


Currently, enforcement officials must pose as

customers and obtain a rental receipt before they can

arrest a condo owner for illegal short-term rentals,

resulting in the arrest of only one owner per building,

despite multiple units within the same complex being

rented out. This loophole is hindering the

government's ability to fully address the issue.

The THA has suggested adding a provision to the law

that would allow authorities to arrest condo owners

simply for advertising short-term rentals, eliminating

the need for sting operations. The current fine of THB

20,000 (USD 593) for violating the law is also

considered too lenient and should be increased to

provide a stronger deterrent. The THA also called for

local police to increase surveillance on agencies that

manage the rental of these condo units.

According to the THA, daily condo rentals have led to

over THB 10 billion (USD 296 million) in lost revenue

for the hotel industry, and these illegal operators do

not pay taxes to the Thai government, further

compounding the problem. [The Nation]

Thailand: UNDP urges Thais to unite for a

sustainable future

(hrs) Thailand's government, private sector, and local

communities have been urged to work together for the

country's sustainable future by Kanni Wignaraja, the

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)

Regional Director for Asia and the Pacific. During a

recent media session, Wignaraja emphasized the

importance of collective efforts to address challenges

preventing inclusive growth, particularly in areas such

as biodiversity, climate action, and gender equality.

Wignaraja, who visited Thailand in February 2025 for

the Asia-Pacific Forum on Sustainable Development,

highlighted that Thailand, like many countries in the

region, faces difficulties in achieving Sustainable

Development Goals (SDGs), particularly in relation to

climate change, nature conservation, and the impact of

environmental degradation on women and girls. She

stressed that women and girls are often the hardest hit

by these challenges, including issues like education,

employment, and equal pay.

To address these issues, Wignaraja encouraged

Thailand to leverage its rich biodiversity, advocating for

sustainability-linked financing policies that prioritize

investments in both the environment and vulnerable

groups, such as women, girls, and the elderly. She

called on the government, large companies, and micro-
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entrepreneurs to collaborate in regenerating

Thailand’s natural resources and ensuring that

development is equitable and sustainable.

One example of successful public-private collaboration

is Phetchaburi province, which has become a model

for bioeconomy investments. In partnership with the

UNDP's Biodiversity Finance Initiative, Krungthai Bank,

and the Office of Natural Resources and Environmental

Policy and Planning (Onep), the province has

supported inclusive growth through initiatives like bird-

watching tourism and seafood farming.

Wignaraja also praised Thailand’s efforts in engaging

citizens in policymaking through the Thailand Policy

Lab, a collaboration between the National Economic

and Social Development Council and the UNDP. The

lab aims to promote inclusion and address Thailand's

complex challenges as the country transitions into an

upper-middle-income nation. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Health ministry to improve

massage industry

(hrs) Amidst concerns of a shortage of around 50,000

qualified Thai massage practitioners in Thailand

despite the rising number of health service businesses,

the Ministry of Public Health (MOPH) is stepping up

efforts to elevate Thai massage services.

Improper practices such as the association of Thai

massage with brothels have tainted authentic Thai

massage, according to the ministry – in response,

MOPH is prepared to take legal action against those

misrepresenting the service. Known also as Nuad Thai,

authentic Thai massage has been officially recognized

as an intangible cultural heritage of humanity in 2019

by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and

Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

The ministry is also launching the pilot “Skilled Local

Massage Practitioner” project for 100 individuals with

the aim of preserving the knowledge of local

practitioners who learned their craft from temple

teachings or family traditions. MOPH will also

categorize Thai massage practitioners according to the

number of training hours they have had – ranging from

60 hours for entry-level practitioners to 500-800 hours

for advanced practitioners – incentivizing practitioners

to upskill and learn as higher certification levels are

linked to higher income potential. The ministry also

plans to train an additional 20,000 professional Thai

massage practitioners with a focus on alleviating
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conditions such as muscle pain, frozen shoulder and

stroke recovery. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Prime Minister, Formula One

CEO discuss country's potential to host

international events

(msz) Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra on

March 18 met with Formula One (F1) Group CEO

Stefano Domenicali over Thailand’s potential to host F1

events in the future. According to government

spokesman Jirayu Huangsab, the meeting aligns with

former premier Srettha Thavisin’s vision to position

Thailand as a hub for global events with the potential

to boost economy, tourism and Thai culture.

Meanwhile, Domenicali hailed Thailand’s potential to

host F1 citing a strong motorsports fan base and

support from all sectors and infrastructure that can be

further developed. Jirayu added that Prime Minister

Paetongtarn ordered all relevant agencies to conduct a

comprehensive study on suitable city race locations,

associated investments, and the overall feasibility of

hosting an F1 race. [The Nation]

Thailand: Insurance commission urged to

reconsider co-payment health insurance

scheme

(hrs) The Thailand Consumer Council (TCC) has called

on the Office of Insurance Commission (OIC) to

reconsider the newly implemented co-payment health

insurance rule, arguing that it is unfair to consumers

and does not address the root causes of rising

healthcare costs. The rule, which took effect last week,

requires policyholders to pay up to 50 percent of

medical expenses, replacing the previous all-inclusive

plan.

The co-payment will be triggered when policyholders

make three claims for common medical conditions,

such as headaches, influenza, or gastroesophageal

reflux, totaling 200 percent of the annual premium.

This change comes after the fallout from the COVID-19

pandemic, with rising healthcare costs and

unreasonable claims for common illnesses prompting

insurers and the OIC to introduce the policy to curb

these expenses.

However, the TCC has criticized the rule, stating it

unfairly shifts the financial burden onto consumers,
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especially vulnerable groups like the elderly. Monrudee

Phoin, the TCC's deputy head of policy and innovation,

emphasized that the rule would not effectively address

inflated medical prices and could result in long-term

financial consequences for children and older people

who need additional health protection. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Krungthai and TMBThanachart

deny media speculation on merger plans

(bk) Krungthai Bank (KTB) and TMBThanachart Bank

(TTB), Thailand's fourth and fifth largest banks by asset

size, have both formally rejected recent rumors

circulating in the media and on social media about a

potential merger between the two institutions.

According to the speculation, the merger would create

a 'Super Bank' with total assets of THB 5.36 trillion

(USD 158.86 billion), surpassing Bangkok Bank (BBL) to

become the largest bank in Thailand. Currently, KTB

has total assets valued at THB 3.74 trillion (USD 110.85

billion), while TTB’s assets amount to THB 1.72 trillion

(USD 50.98 billion).

On March 21, TTB’s CEO, Piti Tanthakasem, addressed

the speculation, clarifying in an internal message that

there had been no discussions or considerations of a

merger with KTB or any other bank. He emphasized

that TTB’s board of directors had never raised or

authorized such discussions, nor were merger plans

included in the bank's five-year strategy. Piti explained

that TTB is focusing on its 'Ecosystem Play' strategy,

aimed at driving growth by improving the financial lives

of over 10 million customers. This strategy targets

customer groups where TTB has significant expertise

and is centered around making 'REAL Change.' He

reiterated that TTB’s goal is to transform the

organization comprehensively to enhance its

competitiveness and improve customer financial well-

being. The CEO emphasized the importance of

employee collaboration under the motto 'One Team,

One TTB' to achieve these objectives.

Similarly, Krungthai Bank issued an official statement

on the same day rejecting the merger rumors. KTB’s

chief legal compliance and financial crime officer,

Pongsit Chaichutpornsuk, stated that the bank’s board

had not passed any resolutions or provided

instructions related to a merger. He underscored that

KTB’s board and management remain focused on the

bank’s vision of supporting Thailand’s growth through

strategic partnerships and integrating relevant

business ecosystems. Pongsit further emphasized that

KTB is exploring growth opportunities within the bank

and its affiliates, in line with its 'Corporate Value
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Creation' strategy, which focuses on enhancing skills

and creating long-term value for shareholders.

KTB, established in 1966 and primarily owned by the

Finance Ministry, has a robust client base of

government and civil servants. TTB, founded in 1957 as

Thai Military Bank (TMB) before merging with

Thanachart Bank in 2019, is particularly strong in retail

loans, especially auto loans, where it holds the market

leader position. [The Nation 1] [The Nation 2]

Thailand: Southern Economic Corridor Act

draft begins public hearing, paving way

for land bridge project

(bk) The Thai government is pressing forward with the

Land Bridge megaproject, connecting the Gulf of

Thailand and the Andaman Sea, with an estimated cost

of THB 1 trillion (approximately USD 29.6 billion).

Transport Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit confirmed

that the government is fully committed to the project,

which has already attracted interest from China and

Middle Eastern countries, including Dubai Port World.

The project will include the development of Chumphon

Port into a modern deep-sea port and the upgrade of

Ranong Port into a freight container port, with a focus

on linking ports in South Asia, the Middle East, and

Africa. [Bangkok Post]

In parallel, the Office of Transport and Traffic Policy

and Planning (OTP) has finalized the draft of the

Southern Economic Corridor (SEC) Act, a key

component of the project. The SEC Act, which started

its public hearing process on March 21, outlines future

development plans for the southern provinces of

Chumphon, Ranong, Surat Thani, and Nakhon Si

Thammarat. The act aims to enhance regional trade

and logistics and paves the way for the Land Bridge

project by establishing legal frameworks for

investment in infrastructure development.

The SEC Act focuses on the construction of deep-sea

ports in Chumphon and Ranong and improving

transportation routes between the two ports. This

development is expected to alleviate congestion in the

Malacca Straits and provide a new shipping route, thus

reducing shipping times and costs. The draft SEC Act

outlines legal requirements for investors and the next

steps, which include environmental impact

assessments (EIAs) and a Request for Proposal (RFP)

process. Investors are expected to be selected in 2026,

with construction set to begin in the third quarter of

2026 and completion expected by the end of 2030.
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Once the SEC Act is passed, it will establish the SEC

office, which will oversee the detailed plans for the

construction of railways and expressways. The Natural

Resources and Environmental Policy Office is also

working on the EIA, which is expected to be completed

by 2025. [The Nation]

Thailand: Ministry drops plan to transfer

regional airports to AoT

(lm) The Transport Ministry of Thailand has decided to

cancel its plan to transfer the management of three

regional airports—Udon Thani, Buriram, and Krabi—

from the Department of Airports (DoA) to Airports of

Thailand (AoT). This decision was made due to

concerns that such a transfer could negatively affect

the airports' budget allocation and human resources.

The plan to transfer the airports was initially drawn up

following a cabinet resolution on August 30, 2022.

However, the government has now lifted the

resolution, allowing the DoA to resume efforts to

upgrade these airports, which had been on hold due to

the restrictions of the transfer plan. Udon Thani

airport, the busiest airport in the Northeast, has faced

delays in its upgrade projects since 2018 due to this

resolution. Its outdated facilities have been a

significant issue, impacting services and passenger

comfort.

Currently, the DoA manages 29 airports across

Thailand, while AoT, a listed public company, is

responsible for six major airports, including

Suvarnabhumi, Don Mueang, Hat Yai, Phuket, Chiang

Mai, and Chiang Rai-Mae Fah Luang airports.

The cancellation of the transfer plan allows the DoA to

carry out necessary upgrades, including an estimated

budget request of THB 6 billion (USD 175.5 million) for

the 2026 fiscal year, to ensure the airports meet the

latest International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO)

standards. Meanwhile, AoT continues its ongoing

improvements to Suvarnabhumi and Don Mueang

airports and is planning new developments like Lanna

Airport in the North and Andaman Airport in the South.

[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Influencers and online sellers

warned to file taxes or face heavy

penalties
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(lm) The Thai Revenue Department has issued a

warning to social media influencers, content creators,

and online vendors to file their income tax by the end

of March or risk severe penalties. Director-General

Pinsai Suraswadi said many individuals in digital

sectors, particularly younger earners, have never filed

tax documents despite generating substantial income

from platforms like TikTok, Shopee, and Lazada.

Thailand is estimated to have around 3 million e-

commerce vendors and 2 million full-time content

creators, with the broader digital content sector

contributing at least THB 45 billion (USD 1.3 billion)

annually to the economy. Authorities emphasized that

electronic transactions leave digital traces, making tax

evasion easily traceable. The department can audit

financial records up to five years retroactively, and

violators may face penalties of up to five times the

owed tax.

The warning is part of a broader effort by the

government to increase compliance within the growing

digital economy. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Authorities seize vaping

products worth USD 365,000 in major

crackdown

(lm) Thailand has stepped up its efforts to combat the

illegal vaping trade, with authorities seizing more than

64,000 e-cigarette products valued at THB 12.6 million

(USD 365,400) from shipping containers at Laem

Chabang port in Chon Buri. This follows a previous raid

in Nonthaburi, where around 260,000 vape items

worth THB 130 million (USD 3.77 million) were

confiscated, marking the largest-ever seizure of its kind

in Thailand [see AiR No. 11, March/2025, 3].

The crackdown is part of a wider initiative involving the

Customs Department, Department of Special

Investigation (DSI), and Royal Thai Police, following a

government deadline to eliminate illegal vape sales,

particularly near schools. The government also

continues to block online sales, with over 9,500 URLs

linked to vaping products taken down in the past year.

Social media accounts and websites involved in these

activities, including 9,200 X accounts, 28 Facebook

accounts, and 12 Instagram accounts, have also been

shut down.

Meanwhile, a debate on the regulation of vaping

continues in Parliament, with concerns raised by Pheu

Thai MPs about potential health risks, particularly to

youth. Dr. Thossaporn Sereerak, chair of the public
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health committee, warned that tax revenue from

legalizing e-cigarettes would not compensate for the

long-term health costs, while MPs advocated for

maintaining the ban on vapes and tightening

enforcement.

The government has imposed heavy penalties for

those caught selling or importing e-cigarettes.

According to the Consumer Protection Act, offenders

face up to three years in prison or a fine of THB

600,000 (approximately USD 17,200), or both.

Importers can face 10 years in prison and fines up to

five times the cost of the goods, while buyers may be

jailed for five years and fined four times the value of

the products. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: 21 arrested for illegal logging in

national park in Prachuap Khiri Khan

(lm) Thai police arrested 21 individuals, including 19

Myanmar nationals and two Thais, for illegal logging in

Pa Phu Nam Khem National Park in Prachuap Khiri

Khan’s Bang Saphan district on March 21. Authorities

seized five power saws, two backhoes, four tractors,

two trucks, and eight liters of petrol during the

operation.

The arrests followed a tip-off from local villagers, who

reported that the suspects had been felling trees since

the previous day. According to police, the group

admitted to the logging but claimed they did not

realize they were operating on protected national park

land. They said they had been hired by unnamed

individuals to cut rubber trees.

The suspects were charged with illegal logging and

violations of the National Forest Reserve Act of 1964

and have been handed over to Bang Saphan police for

prosecution. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Insurgents threaten Muslim

defense volunteers amid rising southern

violence

(lm) The ongoing conflict in Thailand's southern border

provinces has intensified with a recent series of violent

incidents and threats aimed at both security personnel

and local volunteers.

On March 24, a senior subdistrict (tambon) official was

injured in a roadside bomb attack in Pattani’s Mai Kaen
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district. The explosion, hidden along the road, caused

her car to overturn as she was driving to her workplace

at the Don Sai tambon administration organization.

This marks the second such attack on a female official

in the region this month, following a similar bombing

in Kapho district on March 17. Authorities have yet to

release further details about the incidents. [Bangkok

Post 1]

The violence in the southern provinces of Thailand has

escalated, with insurgents now targeting Muslim

defense volunteers. On March 21, threatening leaflets

written in Thai Malayu were found at a mosque in

Pattani’s Kapho district. Witnesses reported seeing two

young men drop the notes and flee by motorcycle. The

threats are part of a broader surge in violence,

including a bombing on March 17 that seriously injured

a defense volunteer. These threats follow the deadly

attack on March 8 in Narathiwat’s Sungai Kolok district,

where multiple bombs and gunfire killed two defense

volunteers and injured 14 others.

The violence is rooted in a long-standing insurgency

driven by separatist movements in the Deep South,

including Pattani, Yala, Narathiwat, and parts of

Songkhla. According to Deep South Watch, between

January 2004 and January 2025, over 22,962 security

incidents were recorded, resulting in 7,683 deaths and

14,415 injuries.

Fourth Army Region commander Lt Gen Paisal

Noosang recently visited Cho Airong district to boost

troop morale, emphasizing a balanced approach that

targets insurgents while respecting human rights.

[Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Over 200 arrested, one killed in

nationwide crime crackdown

(lm) Thai police arrested 218 individuals and seized 239

firearms during a nationwide operation targeting

criminal figures and hitmen on March 21.

Approximately 4,000 officers conducted simultaneous

raids at 667 locations across the country, coordinated

by the Central Investigation Bureau and regional

police.

Among the seized weapons were 109 pistols, 76

homemade guns, 52 rifles, and two war-grade

firearms. Authorities also confiscated over 5,000

rounds of ammunition, nine explosives, 16,161

methamphetamine pills, and 108 grams of crystal

meth.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dyr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dyr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dyy/


One suspect, Theerawat Arunchot, also known as

“Noom Bang Non,” was shot dead during a

confrontation in Ranong. Wanted on drug charges, he

opened fire when police attempted to arrest him,

prompting officers to return fire. Police later found 400

methamphetamine pills in his home. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Progress in tackling drug

trafficking, call center scams, and

transnational crime

(bk/lm) Thailand’s efforts to combat drug trafficking

and call center scams are advancing, with continued

cooperation between government agencies and

neighboring countries. Prime Minister Paetongtarn

Shinawatra confirmed these efforts during a meeting

with the Royal Thai Army on March 21, highlighting the

ongoing operations against drug production and

trafficking by land, air, and sea. While the suppression

efforts are showing progress, Paetongtarn

acknowledged that drug production remains high,

particularly in northern Thailand, and emphasized the

importance of working closely with neighboring

countries to address the issue.

In the fight against call-center scams, Paetongtarn

discussed the growing problem with Cambodian Prime

Minister Hun Manet, focusing on scams originating

from Poipet township that have targeted many Thai

citizens. Paetongtarn assured the public that anti-scam

measures in Cambodia would be as stringent as those

enforced along Thailand’s border with Myanmar in Tak

province. National Police Inspector General Pol Gen

Thatchai Pitaneelaboot confirmed coordination efforts

with Cambodian authorities, though he noted delays

due to Cambodia's legal system requiring search

warrants for enforcement. [The Nation 1]

In a related case, Thai police arrested a Japanese

national, suspected of being the leader of a

transnational call-center scam network operating from

Cambodia and Vietnam. The suspect, a former yakuza

gang member, was wanted in Japan for various

criminal activities, including assault and fraud. Thai

authorities found him residing in a luxury home in

Bangkok and suspect that his art business was being

used as a front for laundering illicit funds. A raid

uncovered additional Japanese nationals with criminal

records and digital wallet assets exceeding THB 30

million (USD 870,000). Thai authorities are continuing

their investigation into the group’s activities. [Bangkok

Post]
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Furthermore, Thai police arrested another Japanese

national, who had been working as a financial officer

for a call-center gang in Myanmar. Thai authorities also

assisted in rescuing two Japanese nationals who were

tricked into illegally crossing the Thai border to work

for the same call-center gang, with more victims

reportedly still trapped in these illegal operations. [The

Nation 2][B(1]

Amid these efforts, Thailand is enhancing its border

security in response to rising threats from

transnational crimes, particularly from Myanmar. A

high-level meeting chaired by Defense Minister

Phumtham Wechayachai discussed new measures,

including restrictions on fuel, electricity, and

telecommunication signals in areas of Myanmar

suspected of harboring cybercrime and human

trafficking operations. These measures aim to curb

criminal networks operating near the Thai border.

Special operation centers are being set up to target

specific threats, including drug trafficking and scams.

Additionally, Thailand has reached out to Cambodian

and Laotian authorities for regional cooperation, as

scam operations previously based in Myanmar’s

Myawaddy region are now shifting to Cambodia and

Vietnam. Discussions are also underway about

designating five districts in Tak province as special

security zones, though the economic impact of these

measures is still being reviewed. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Chinese fugitive arrested in

Bangkok over USD 330 million fraud case

(lm) Thai immigration police have arrested a Chinese

national wanted by authorities in China for allegedly

embezzling CNY 2.4 billion (approximately USD 330

million) from a major construction company in

Shandong province.

The individual had entered Thailand using a counterfeit

Vanuatu passport and overstayed their visa, which

expired on March 12. When questioned, the suspect

claimed to be a Vanuatu citizen and showed a

photograph of a fake passport. Biometric verification

later confirmed the person’s identity as a wanted

fugitive. Authorities are proceeding with extradition

measures. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Hua Hin bust nets six online

gambling suspects
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(hrs) The Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau (CCIB) has

arrested six suspects involved in an illegal online

gambling operation in Hua Hin, Prachuap Khiri Khan.

The operation, LAVAMAX1688, processed over THB 8

million (USD 233,000) in transactions within eight

months. Police raided three locations, arresting

website administrators and customer service staff.

Authorities seized computers and financial records,

but a key suspect remains at large. The arrested

individuals face charges of operating illegal online

gambling, money laundering, and financial

transactions linked to criminal activity.  [Bangkok Post]

Vietnam: Government dissolves State

Capital Investment Corporation

(hn) Vietnam has begun restructuring its state-owned

enterprises (SOEs) by dissolving the State Capital

Investment Corporation (SCIC) – established in 2018 to

represent the government as the majority shareholder

in companies where the state held controlling stakes –

and transferring its responsibilities to relevant

ministries, including the Ministry of Finance and the

Ministry of Public Security. This change affects 19

major SOEs, such as the Vietnam Oil and Gas Group

(PVN), Electricity of Vietnam (EVN), and Vietnam

National Petroleum Group (Petrolimex), which will now

be managed by the Ministry of Finance.

The government’s decision follows Resolution 18,

which seeks to reduce the size of government agencies

while enhancing their effectiveness. This restructuring

aligns with the government’s goal to streamline

administrative functions, improve efficiency, and

enhance SOE contributions to the national economy.

[Vnexpress1, in Vietnamese] [Vnexpress2, in

Vietnamese]

Vietnam: Party chief emphasizes

maximum support for data industry to

drive digital transformation

(lm) Vietnam’s Party General Secretary To Lam

highlighted the government’s commitment to

developing the data industry as a cornerstone of the

country's digital transformation. Speaking at the

National Data Association's inaugural congress on

March 22, Lam stressed the importance of data in

driving a digital society, economy, and governance. He

reiterated that data is central to Vietnam’s strategic

push for a digital nation, as outlined in Resolution No
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57-NQ/TW, which emphasizes the role of data in the

country's development.

Lam urged the National Data Association to focus on

four key pillars: people, location, activities, and

products, while advancing self-reliance in core

technologies like artificial intelligence (AI), big data,

blockchain, and cloud computing. He also called for the

development of a national data market and the

establishment of platforms to promote research,

startups, and innovation.

The Party chief emphasized the need for enhanced

data literacy and public awareness, particularly around

personal data protection and legal compliance. He also

stressed the importance of fostering data-driven

innovation through competitions and creating a robust

data infrastructure supported by both the state and

private sector. Additionally, Lam called for

strengthened international cooperation and a focus on

data security and protection standards.

In his speech, General Luong Tam Quang, Minister of

Public Security and President of the National Data

Association, affirmed the association’s role in

connecting businesses and fostering a stable data

ecosystem. The association will work to support

sustainable digital transformation, contributing to

Vietnam’s goal of becoming a digital nation by ensuring

efficient and secure data governance. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: State-run TV apologizes for

airing image of South Vietnamese flag in

rebroadcast

(lm) Hue Radio and Television, a state-run broadcaster

in Vietnam, has issued an apology after mistakenly

airing footage that included the flag of the former

Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam), a symbol

considered politically sensitive and hostile by the

current communist government. The footage was

originally from the 2022 Netflix series Street Food:

USA, in which Thuy Pham, a Vietnamese-American

restaurant owner in Oregon and former boat person,

is seen getting a tattoo of the yellow-and-red South

Vietnamese flag.

Although the station claims it had edited out the flag

when initially repackaging the content in 2023, an older

version was accidentally aired during a recent

rebroadcast due to poor archival management. The

broadcaster labeled the incident a "serious mistake"

and promised disciplinary reviews for the staff

involved.
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While Vietnam lacks explicit laws banning the South

Vietnamese flag, authorities often prosecute

individuals displaying it under vague charges such as

“propaganda against the state.” The flag remains a

strong cultural and political symbol among Vietnamese

diaspora communities, especially in the United States.

[Radio Free Asia]

Vietnam: Young democracy activist

arrested for alleged anti-government plot

(lm) Police in Dong Nai province have arrested 28-year-

old Quach Gia Khang on charges of attempting to

overthrow the government, a crime under Article 109

of Vietnam’s Criminal Code that carries a maximum

sentence of the death penalty. Authorities accuse

Khang of using social media platforms such as

Facebook and Viber to promote the goals of the

France-based Assembly for Democracy and Pluralism,

a group advocating for multi-party democracy and

national reconciliation.

Khang is the second member of the group to be

detained in six months, following the September 2024

arrest of Tran Khac Duc in Ho Chi Minh City. The

organization was founded by Nguyen Gia Kieng, a

former official in the pre-1975 Republic of Vietnam

(South Vietnam). Speaking from France, Kieng

described Khang as a peaceful intellectual committed

to serving the country, and condemned the arrest as a

violation of basic human rights.

Vietnam’s one-party communist system criminalizes

efforts to establish a multi-party democracy, treating

such advocacy as threats to state security. Human

rights groups and overseas Vietnamese dissidents

argue these arrests infringe on freedoms of speech

and association, which are nominally guaranteed

under Vietnam’s 2013 Constitution. [Radio Free Asia]

Vietnam: Political prisoners protest poor

conditions at Xuan Loc prison with hunger

strike

(lm) Inmates at Xuan Loc Prison in Dong Nai province

have staged a hunger strike over contaminated water,

inadequate medical care, and what they describe as an

unfair food distribution system.

Political prisoner Huynh Duc Thanh Binh, serving a 10-

year sentence for allegedly attempting to overthrow
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the government, refused food for most of February

alongside others. Binh reported that unfiltered well

water caused serious health problems, including skin

rashes and kidney stones. He also protested a new

meal distribution method in which guards abandoned

food carts, leaving stronger inmates to claim larger

portions while others went hungry.

Binh and his cellmate extended their strike into March

due to food shortages, only resuming eating on March

15 after he received supplies from his mother. Inmates

can buy extra food from the prison canteen, but prices

are marked up four times higher than outside rates,

and monthly spending is capped at VND 2 million (USD

78). Vietnamese authorities have not responded to

inquiries about the prison’s conditions. [Radio Free

Asia]

Vietnam: Small business confidence hits

four-year high with record growth

expectations for 2025

(lm) Vietnam’s small businesses reported their

strongest performance since 2019, with 82 percent

experiencing growth in 2024, up from 77 percent in

2023, according to CPA Australia’s annual small

business survey released on March 21. The outlook for

2025 is even more optimistic, with 92 percent

expecting growth—the highest among the 11 Asia-

Pacific markets surveyed.

Confidence in Vietnam’s broader economy is also

robust, with 93 percent of small businesses predicting

national economic growth in 2025, far exceeding the

regional average of 67 percent. CPA Australia

attributed this optimism to Vietnam’s young, tech-

driven entrepreneurial community, noting that 70

percent of small business owners are under the age of

40 and highly adaptable to digital transformation.

Vietnamese small firms also lead the region in

adopting technology, with strong engagement in e-

commerce, digital payments, social media, and IT

consultation. External financing uptake rose to 80

percent in 2024, further supporting growth.

International ambitions are also rising, with 28 percent

of businesses expecting stronger overseas sales in

2025, up from 15 percent in 2024.

Vietnam’s small businesses are also increasingly active

in environmental, social, and governance (ESG)

initiatives and innovation, reflecting growing

confidence in both domestic and global markets. [Viet

Nam News]
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Vietnam: Government to allow 49 percent

foreign ownership of some banks

(hn) Vietnam's government has announced a new

decree allowing foreign investors to own up to 49

percent of certain banks, an increase from the

previous 30 percent. This change is aimed at

accelerating the restructuring of troubled banks by

facilitating foreign investments and the entry of

overseas strategic partners. The decree, which will take

effect on May 19, will particularly benefit banks that

have taken over struggling financial institutions.

The move is part of the government’s efforts to

strengthen the financial sector and enhance the

stability of domestic banks. This shift will provide

opportunities for foreign investors to play a key role in

the restructuring process of weak banks, such as the

recent transfers of Global Petroleum Bank (GPBank) to

Vietnam Prosperity Joint Stock Commercial Bank

(VPBank) and DongA Bank to Ho Chi Minh

Development Joint Stock Commercial Bank (HDBank).

However, the decree stipulates that foreign investors

are still limited to a 30 percent ownership stake in

banks where the government holds more than 50

percent of the shares, ensuring that state control

remains intact in these institutions. [The Business

Times]

Vietnam: Pilot program proposed for

cryptocurrency regulation

(hn) The Ministry of Finance has submitted a draft

resolution proposing a pilot programme for issuing

and trading cryptocurrencies and digital assets, with

oversight from the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of

Public Security, and the State Bank of Vietnam on

March 20, 2025.

Vice Chairman of the State Securities Commission Bui

Hoang Hai emphasized that the programme aims to

monitor cryptocurrency activities, mitigate risks, and

ensure financial security. Given the sector’s rapid

growth and associated risks, the pilot will be strictly

regulated to prevent money laundering and other illicit

activities, aligning with international practices.

Currently, Vietnam lacks a legal framework for

cryptocurrencies, limiting tax collection and regulatory

oversight. Many Vietnamese start-ups register abroad,
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leading to tax revenue losses. Recognizing digital

assets legally could improve transparency, facilitate

investment, and allow businesses to access credit.

As of 2024, approximately 17 million Vietnamese held

digital assets, ranking the country seventh globally.

However, cryptocurrency inflows into Vietnam fell to

USD 105 billion in 2024 from USD 120 billion in 2023

[Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Credit law changes may ease

handling of bad debts

(he/hn) The State Bank of Viet Nam (SBV) is proposing

amendments to the Law on Credit Institutions to

improve the settlement of bad debts, including the

continuation of Resolution No. 42/2017/QH14, which

expired at the end of 2024.

The resolution, which helped manage bad debts,

including real estate project collateral, has been vital

for credit institutions. However, its expiration has

created a legal gap, hindering the efficient handling of

bad debts. The SBV proposes integrating the

provisions of Resolution No. 42 into the amended law

to create a unified framework for debt settlement,

which would increase capital rotation and improve

credit access at reasonable costs for businesses and

individuals.

The government has directed the SBV to prepare

documents to legalize Resolution No. 42 and submit

them to the National Assembly in May. Currently,

banks face difficulties in managing bad debts due to

the expired resolution, and they hope that the legal

framework will enable better handling of collateral and

boost access to credit.

As of December 31, 2024, bad debts of commercial

banks amounted to VND 733.9 trillion (approximately

USD 30.1 billion), up 3.4 percent from the end of 2023.

[Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Banks ramp up share payouts to

meet Basel III

(lm) In a strategic move to strengthen financial capacity

and comply with Basel III capital adequacy standards,

Vietnamese banks are significantly increasing share-

based dividend payouts.
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Since the beginning of this month, banks such as

Vietcombank, VietinBank, BIDV, and MB have

announced plans to issue shares, increasing their

charter capital. Vietcombank will issue a record 49.5

percent dividend, raising its capital from VND 55.89

trillion (USD 2.2 billion) to VND 83.56 trillion (USD 3.5

billion). VietinBank plans to raise its capital from VND

53.7 trillion (USD 2.2 billion) to VND 77.67 trillion (USD

3.2 billion).

These stock dividends help banks retain funds for

investments and credit expansion, while enhancing

their capital adequacy ratio (CAR) to comply with Basel

III. Basel III is a global regulatory standard for banks,

requiring them to maintain higher capital buffers to

better absorb economic shocks and manage risks. By

raising capital, banks can ensure they meet these

requirements, improve financial stability, and continue

supporting large projects. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Prime Minister emphasizes

socioeconomic development, national

defence in northwestern region

(lm) On March 24, Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh led

a conference discussing the integration of national

defence and security with the socioeconomic

development of Vietnam's northwestern region. The

Prime Minister outlined key priorities, including

improving the economy, fostering job creation,

resolving conflicts, and strengthening self-reliance

among ethnic communities. He also stressed the need

to preserve traditional cultural values to eliminate

conditions that hostile forces could exploit.

For 2025, the Prime Minister assigned specific tasks to

various ministries. These include improving healthcare

for ethnic minorities, enhancing education for minority

children, and promoting ethnic cultural heritage.

Additionally, the Ministry of Home Affairs was tasked

with ensuring the proper structure for ethnic and

religious affairs personnel by June 2025.

The Ministry of Public Security also emphasized

collaboration with local authorities to combat security

threats, ensuring a stable environment conducive to

development in the region. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam’s northwestern region, deemed strategically

important for its political, economic, and defense roles,

has received significant attention from the

government. However, challenges remain in

integrating ethnic minorities into the country’s broader

national framework. Historically, Vietnam’s ethnic

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dtl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dtr/


minorities, including the H'mong, Tay, and others, have

faced unequal access to education, healthcare, and

employment.

Vietnam: Prime Minister sets December

31 deadline for Long Thanh airport

completion

(lm) Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh has directed that

the first phase of Vietnam’s Long Thanh International

Airport must be substantially completed by December

31, 2025, ensuring it is ready to welcome its first flight.

The directive was issued during his inspection visit to

the construction site in Dong Nai Province on March

20, 2025.

The first phase of the airport, valued at over VND 109

trillion (USD 4.6 billion), has been under construction

since 2020 and is officially scheduled for completion in

2026. However, progress across the four sub-projects

has varied due to several logistical and administrative

challenges.

Deputy Prime Minister Tran Hong Ha was tasked with

addressing material shortages, while Dong Nai

authorities were urged to support access to local

quarries. Transport links such as the Bien Hoa – Vung

Tau Expressway and the Long Thanh – Thu Thiem light

railway are also being accelerated to ensure seamless

connectivity. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Vingroup proposes USD 4.1

billion metro line connecting Ho Chi Minh

city to Can Gio

(hn) Vietnam’s largest private conglomerate, Vingroup,

has submitted a USD 4.1 billion investment plan for a

metro line linking downtown Ho Chi Minh City to Can

Gio District. The project, proposed under a public-

private partnership, will be built, owned, and operated

by Vingroup.

Construction is set to begin in 2026 and be completed

by 2028, with funding coming from Vingroup’s own

capital and legally mobilized sources. The metro will

support Ho Chi Minh City’s plan to turn Can Gio into a

high-quality resort and eco-tourism hub by 2030.

Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh, who had previously

discussed the idea with Vingroup chairman Pham Nhat

Vuong, emphasized the need for major enterprises to
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drive Vietnam’s infrastructure and economic

development. [tuoi tre news]
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China, Japan, and South Korea commit to

strengthening trilateral cooperation

(yq/adi) Foreign ministers from Japan, China, and South

Korea convened in Tokyo on March 22 for trilateral

talks, reaffirming their shared responsibility for peace

on the Korean Peninsula while addressing pressing

regional and global challenges. The meeting marked a

continuation of diplomatic efforts following a trilateral

summit in Seoul last May (see AiR No. 22, May/2024, 4),

where leaders agreed to deepen cooperation despite

longstanding historical and territorial disputes. It took

place against the backdrop of U.S. President Donald

Trump’s return to office, which has introduced

renewed tensions in global trade and security. Trump’s

tariff threats have prompted Tokyo and Seoul—both

U.S. allies—to seek closer coordination with Beijing.

[CNA]

Hosting Japanese Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwaya

emphasized the urgency of overcoming division

through dialogue. "Given the increasingly severe

international situation, we may truly be at a turning

point in history," he stated at the meeting’s outset. He

also underscored the need for collective efforts to

counter unilateral attempts to alter the status quo,

referencing North Korea’s weapons development and

military cooperation with Russia. [DW] [Youtube]

[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan]
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China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi highlighted the

significance of the 80th anniversary of World War II’s

end, stating that "only by sincerely reflecting on history

can we better build the future." He also advocated for

strengthened regional cooperation to mitigate

economic and security risks, stressing the potential of

trilateral collaboration to enhance mutual

understanding and stability. He stressed the need for

“multilateralism and free trade toward inclusive

development of economic globalization,” indirectly

addressing Trump’s protectionist stance. [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, China, in Chinese] [AP]

The ministers reaffirmed their commitment to the

denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, with South

Korean Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul stressing that

"North Korea must not be rewarded for its wrong

behavior in the course of bringing an end to the war in

Ukraine." He urged full implementation of UN

sanctions against Pyongyang, a stance echoed by

Iwaya, who reiterated Japan’s concerns over North

Korea’s missile activities and military ties with Moscow.

[Anadolu Ajansi]

Beyond security concerns, the three foreign ministers

discussed economic cooperation, climate change,

aging populations, and disaster relief. China reiterated

its interest in reviving negotiations for a trilateral free

trade agreement and strengthening regional supply

chains under the Regional Comprehensive Economic

Partnership (RCEP), while Japan sought to resolve trade

disputes, including China’s ban on Japanese seafood

imports. [Al Jazeera]

While no joint document was issued after the trilateral

meeting, the ministers affirmed their intention to

pursue concrete projects in six key areas agreed upon

in 2024: economic cooperation, people-to-people

exchanges, climate change, disaster relief, aging

society, and trade. The ministers also announced their

agreement on expediting preparations for a heads of

government summit between Chinese Premier Li

Qiang and his Japanese and South Korean

counterparts later this year.

The discussions reflected a cautious but deliberate

move toward deeper collaboration among the three

Asian powers. The meeting in Tokyo signaled a shared

commitment to strengthen dialogue, economic and

security cooperation, while challenges remain—

particularly concerning North Korea, trade disputes

and relations with the U.S. [South China Morning Post]

[Reuters]

Bilateral talks between Wang and Japanese Prime Minister

Ishiba

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dtu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dtu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dil/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dir/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-diy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dij/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dit/


Wang Yi also met with Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru

Ishiba for bilateral talks, stressing the need for mutual

trust between China and Japan in navigating global

uncertainties. Addressing historical sensitivities, Wang

urged to approach historical issues and the Taiwan

question responsibly. Ishiba, in response, reaffirmed

Japan’s recognition of the importance of these

agreements and expressed Japan’s willingness to

strengthen cooperation with China across various

sectors. [Xinhua News Agency]

Indicative of lingering diplomatic tensions over Wang’s

statement, Japan has lodged a formal protest against

China for allegedly misquoting Ishiba’s remarks during

his meeting with the Chinese foreign minister.

According to Japan’s Chief Cabinet Secretary

Yoshimasa Hayashi, Beijing’s statement falsely claimed

that Ishiba had acknowledged and "respected" China’s

positions, particularly on historical issues and the

Taiwan question. In response, Tokyo has demanded

the immediate removal of the misleading information,

calling the statement “regrettable” and emphasizing

that no such comment was made.

China’s foreign ministry, however, has defended its

account of the meeting, stating that the discussion was

“important and beneficial” and reflected "the spirit of

mutual respect." Chinese officials questioned Japan’s

objections, arguing that recognizing each other’s

positions is a normal aspect of state-to-state relations.

Despite Japan’s protests, as of March 24 afternoon, the

statement remained on China’s foreign ministry

website. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China]

The Taiwan issue remains a key point of contention,

with Japan firmly opposing any unilateral attempts to

change the status quo, while China continues to assert

its sovereignty over the self-governed island. The

disagreement over Ishiba’s remarks follows Taiwan’s

recent decision to appoint Iwasaki Shigeru, a former

chief of the Joint Staff of the Japan’s Self-Defense

Forces as a cabinet consultant, a move that has further

strained Japan-China relations. [Reuters] [The Japan

Times] [NHK]

EU identifies China as hybrid threat in

defense white paper

(lb) The European Commission has released a White

Paper on defense, designating Russia as an "existential

threat" and identifying China as a significant hybrid

actor challenging EU security, particularly in the Indo-

Pacific region. [European External Action] [Eunews]
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The document highlights China's rapid military

modernization, noting that Beijing now possesses a

first-rank military force with unprecedented maritime

capabilities. This expansion is exerting pressure on the

strategic balance in the Indo-Pacific, thereby affecting

European security.

Beyond conventional military advancements, China

employs a comprehensive array of economic, military,

and cyber measures to exert pressure on Taiwan and

other nations in the South China Sea. These actions are

perceived as undermining regional stability, raising

concerns within the European Commission about

potential economic and strategic repercussions for

Europe.

The White Paper underscores the necessity for the EU

to bolster its defense capabilities in response to these

evolving threats. It calls for a substantial and sustained

investment in defense to ensure that Europe achieves

a robust defense posture by 2030. [European Security

and Defence].

China and Brazil back US-led push for

Ukraine ceasefire

(yq) China and Brazil have endorsed a US-led effort to

negotiate a Ukraine ceasefire, urging Kyiv and Moscow

to engage in talks. Their backing came during a UN

meeting in New York, where delegations from their

joint peace initiative convened. Brazil’s UN

ambassador, Sergio Danese, called the shift toward

diplomacy a “potential turning point,” while China’s

envoy Fu Cong emphasized that only negotiations

could resolve the conflict.

The renewed push follows a China-Brazil proposal for

an international peace conference, prisoner

exchanges, and humanitarian aid. While Russia

showed openness, Ukraine and its allies dismissed it,

citing concerns over territorial integrity.

Despite skepticism from Kyiv and the West, China and

Brazil reaffirmed their commitment to diplomacy,

stressing the war’s toll on Global South nations. [South

China Morning Post]

In a separate statement, the Chinese foreign ministry

denied reports suggesting that Beijing might

participate in a potential EU-led peacekeeping mission

in Ukraine. It stated that the reports were "completely

untrue" and reaffirmed China's consistent stance on

the Ukraine crisis. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China]
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The reports, initially published by the German outlet

Welt, cited anonymous Brussels diplomatic sources

who claimed that China’s involvement could enhance

Russia's acceptance of peacekeeping forces. While

Russian President Vladimir Putin has rejected the idea

of NATO troops in Ukraine, China’s participation could

increase the viability of such a mission.

The proposed peacekeeping mission, driven by a

"coalition of the willing" led by Britain and France, aims

to protect Ukraine after a peace agreement. Canada

and Turkey may also join the initiative. [Politico]

China expands regulations to tighten anti-

sanctions enforcement

(ld) China’s State Council on March 24 released

detailed regulations to strengthen its 2021 Anti-Foreign

Sanctions Law, expanding enforcement mechanisms to

counter perceived external hostilities, particularly from

the U.S. The 22 provisions clarify penalties for foreign

entities and individuals deemed to enforce

“discriminatory measures” against Chinese citizens or

organizations, including entry bans, asset freezes, and

restrictions across sectors like technology, education,

and trade.

Under the updated rules, those placed on China’s anti-

sanctions list face prohibitions on business activities,

asset seizures (covering cash, intellectual property, and

natural resources), and exclusion from sectors such as

legal services, environmental protection, and tourism.

The regulations mandate enhanced interagency

coordination and transparency in enforcing penalties,

while allowing sanctioned parties to appeal by

demonstrating corrective actions.

The 2021 law was enacted amid escalating U.S.

sanctions over issues including Xinjiang human rights

abuses and tech competition. Beijing frames the

regulations as a defensive tool to safeguard

sovereignty, though foreign firms fear collateral

impacts. The move follows recent U.S. export controls

on advanced semiconductors and tariffs targeting

Chinese EVs, with China retaliating by restricting

gallium and graphite exports. [South China Morning

Post]

The move follows U.S. President Donald Trump’s 20

percent tariffs on Chinese goods, imposed in February,

and precedes potential additional levies slated for

April. China has retaliated with export controls on

critical minerals like rare earths and investigations into
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foreign firms, part of a broader strategy to counter

Western trade restrictions.

By codifying sectoral restrictions, Beijing aims to deter

alignment with U.S. policies targeting its tech and

defense sectors. The regulations underscore China’s

balancing act: projecting defiance against external

pressure while attempting to stabilize foreign investor

sentiment amid a 13.4 percent FDI decline in early

2025. [Reuters]

Heavy supply chain disruptions over

China’s halt of antimony shipment

(dql) China has halted antimony shipments to the

European Union (EU) since October 2024, following

export controls that have caused a surge in global

prices. As the leading supplier, responsible for nearly

half of the global antimony supply in 2023, China’s

restrictions have disrupted supply chains for this key

metal used in semiconductors, flame retardants, solar

power equipment, and munitions. European stock

levels are critically low, driving a 300 percent price

increase for regulus grade II material, according to

analyst Cristina Belda.

Beijing announced export limits in August 2024, citing

national security, with initial restrictions taking effect in

September (see AiR No. 34, August/2024, 3). In

December, China imposed a complete ban on

antimony exports to the U.S. (see AiR No. 50,

December/2024, 2), retaliating the US’ decision to add

140 Chinese companies to its export control list,

restricting access to advanced chip-making equipment,

software, and high-bandwidth memory chips. Since

then, no shipments have been sent to the U.S. or EU.

The Netherlands, the top EU importer, saw its

shipments drop from over 3,000 metric tons in 2023 to

just over 1,000 tons in 2024, with no shipments since

October. This five-month pause marks a departure

from previous rounds of restrictions when exports

resumed after new licenses were granted.

China's total antimony exports fell 24.1 percent in 2024

to 38,632 tons, with exports to countries like Brazil,

Thailand, and Russia continuing despite the

restrictions. [Reuters] [Discovery Alert]

European Space Agency, Japan to deepen

space cooperation
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(dql) The 332nd European Space Agency (ESA) Council

meeting that took place at the agency’s headquarters

in Paris on March 19–20, finalized ESA’s Strategy 2040,

which sets key objectives for the upcoming ministerial-

level Council in November. The Japan Aerospace

Exploration Agency (JAXA) has reached multiple

agreenments with ESA at this meeting.

ESA and JAXA renewed their synthetic aperture radar

satellite collaboration for Earth science until March 31,

2027, reflecting the extended operational life of the

ALOS-2 mission. Both sides also plan to sign a ten-year

framework agreement for a strategic climate

partnership, building on their joint efforts in Earth

observation, greenhouse gas monitoring, and radar

satellite applications.

In addition, a statement of intent to strengthen

cooperation in human and robotic exploration (HRE)

was signed, covering lunar surface operations, robotic

missions, and technological synergies in power,

communication, navigation, and interoperability. [ESA]

[Space & Defense]

Secretary General of Organization of

Turkic States visits Mongolia to discuss

cooperation

(fs) Secretary General of the Organization of Turkic

States (OTS) Kubanychbek Omuraliev was on a working

visit in Mongolia from March 18 to 22. This marked the

first-ever official trip of an OTS Secretary General to

the country. Mongolian Minister of Foreign Affairs

Battsetseg Batmunkh received Omuraliev and his

delegation to discuss way to strengthen ties and

cooperation.

Stressing shared historical bonds between Turkic

states and Mongolia, both sides explored opportunities

to strengthen economic and trade relations between

Mongolia and the OTS. Discussions included potential

collaboration in the energy, agriculture, and tourism

sectors, highlighting shared interests in fostering

regional partnerships.

The meeting also addressed global challenges,

emphasizing the importance of international

cooperation. [Akipress] [Kabar]

Founded in 2009, the OTS is an intergovernmental

organization comprising all but one of the

internationally recognized Turkic sovereign states:

Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkey, and
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Uzbekistan. Hungary, Turkmenistan and Northern

Cyprus are observers. The organization’s General

Secretariat is in Istanbul, Turkey.

Mongolia, Eurasian Economic Union

finalize issues for temporary free trade

agreement

(fs) The Eurasian Economic Commission announced

that the remaining issues related to the temporary free

trade agreement between the Eurasian Economic

Union (EAEU) and Mongolia have been resolved. The

statement was released following a meeting between

EAEU Trade Minister Andrey Slepnev and Mongolia’s

Minister of Economic Development L. Gantomor on

March 20.

Slepnev highlighted the constructive negotiations and

reaffirmed the EAEU’s commitment to strengthening

cooperation with Mongolia, describing it as a close

neighbor and friendly partner.

Discussions on the agreement were initiated following

a decision by the Supreme Eurasian Economic Council

on May 8, 2024. The temporary free trade agreement

is set to last three years. [iToim]

The agreement involves duty-free import of 375

product categories, including eggs, wheat, animal feed,

dairy products, vegetables, and fruits, while Mongolia

will benefit from reduced export tariffs on raw

materials such as wool, cashmere, and leather (see

Asia in Review No. 50, December/2024, 2).

Mongolia discusses aviation safety and

expansion with ICAO officials

(fs) Mongolia’s Minister of Road and Transport

Delgersaikhan Borkhuu met with International Civil

Aviation Organization (ICAO) officials Susantha De Silva

and Raju Shrestha in Ulaanbaatar on March 21.

The discussions focused on enhancing aviation safety

and security, particularly as Mongolia prepares to

launch direct flights to the United States.

De Silva acknowledged Mongolia’s well-trained aviation

workforce and strong regulatory framework but

highlighted areas for improvement, including

regulatory updates, equipment modernization,
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enhanced navigation services, and the establishment

of a regional air traffic management backup center.

ICAO representatives also provided recommendations

to Mongolia’s Civil Aviation Authority on compliance

with the Chicago Convention, regulatory oversight,

aviation security, and personnel training. [Montsame]

North Korea threatens "overwhelming"

response to trilateral naval drills

(mm) North Korea has condemned recent joint naval

drills by South Korea, the U.S., and Japan threatening a

"decisive" and "overwhelming" response to any

provocation. The trilateral exercise, held last week in

international waters near South Korea's southern Jeju

Island, is the first of its kind this year and the first since

U.S. President Trump took office. The military exercise

comes with the expansion of U.S.-South Korea military

cooperation to include Japan, with the aim counter

threats from both North Korea and China (see article in

this edition). [The Korea Herald] [Newsweek]

The North Korean run Korean Central News Agency

(KCNA) condemned the trilateral drills for further

escalating regional tensions "to the extremes" and

accused the U.S. of continuing hostile anti-North

policies. Pyongyang has pledged to double efforts to

safeguard North Korean national security. [The Korea

Herald] [KCNA]

The latest warning comes amid a series of North Korea

missile tests and threats protesting the recent U.S.-

South Korea joint military exercise Freedom Shield,

which for the first time was conducted across all

domains: land, sea, air, space and cyberspace. Military

exercises in the region are typically viewed as

provocative by North Korea, and the emphasis on

strike capabilities signals the broader strategy to deter

perceived foreign aggression. [AZERNEWS]

With tensions at new heights, North Korea's nuclear

deterrence remains a key security concern. This week,

South Korean officials met with the United Nations

(UN) Deputy Secretary-General to discuss cooperation

on North Korean issues. During the meeting South

Korea requested the UN continue to strongly condemn

North Korea's violations of UN sanctions, including its

military cooperation with Russia. [Korea JoonAng Daily]

Global pushback: China's Taiwan drills

condemned internationally
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(ce) China's recent military drills in February near

Taiwan have drawn sharp criticism from the United

States and, in a rare move, even from traditionally

neutral Switzerland, highlighting escalating

international concern over regional stability. [CNA 1]

The US Department of State has strongly condemned

China's actions as "brazen and irresponsible threats,"

reiterating its unwavering commitment to Taiwan. A

spokesperson emphasized that China's drills, involving

dozens of PLA aircraft crossing the Taiwan Strait's

median line and naval deployments, contradict its

claims of being a "force for stability." Washington

reaffirmed its opposition to any unilateral changes to

the cross-strait status quo through force or coercion,

with the Department of Defense confirming ongoing

monitoring of PLA activities. [CNA 2]

This condemnation followed China's defense of the

drills as "just and necessary," aimed at safeguarding

national sovereignty and countering President Lai

Ching-te's "separatist fallacies." However, US officials

and analysts noted the unusually strong language used

by the State Department, signaling a potential shift in

tone.

The US also reiterated its commitment to deterring

threats against Taiwan's security, particularly in light of

the 20th anniversary of China's "Anti-Secession" Law.

While maintaining its stance against forced alterations

to Taiwan's status, the US acknowledged the escalating

threat, citing Beijing's judicial guidelines targeting

"Taiwan independence diehards" and its global

intimidation campaign. The US statement underscored

that China's actions "threaten free speech, destabilize

the Indo-Pacific region, and erode norms that have

underpinned the cross-strait status quo for decades."

[Taipei Times 1]

US Senator Marco Rubio reinforced this position,

emphasizing deterrence as a crucial policy objective. In

a recent interview, Rubio stressed that President

Trump's policy is clear: Taiwan's status should not be

changed by violence or coercion. He acknowledged the

challenge of deterring Chinese leader Xi Jinping, who

views the annexation of Taiwan as crucial to his legacy.

However, Rubio believes that increasing the potential

costs of military action can deter China. He also

highlighted TSMC's investment in the US as a sign of

commitment to Taiwan's security. [Taiwan News]

Beyond the US, Switzerland, a nation known for its

neutrality, has also voiced its concerns. Federal

Councilor Ignazio Cassis, head of the Swiss

Department of Foreign Affairs, informed lawmakers

that China's naval drills near Taiwan and Australia

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dkh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dkk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dku/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-dul/


increase the risk of miscalculations that could lead to

conflict. This rare criticism, delivered to the Chinese

government and its embassy, underscores the

international community's growing concern over

maintaining peace across the Taiwan Strait. Cassis's

statement, prompted by a question from Federal

Assembly member Jean-Luc Addor, who warned of the

potential for a large-scale military conflict, is part of

Switzerland's effort to promote dialogue and stability

in the region. [Taipei Times 2]

The growing chorus of international criticism, from

both traditional allies and neutral nations, reflects a

deepening concern over China's escalating actions and

their potential to destabilize the Indo-Pacific region.

Former NATO Secretary General calls for

unified European front to deter China's

Taiwan threats

(ce) Former NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh

Rasmussen has called for a proactive and unified

approach to deterring Chinese aggression against

Taiwan. He urged the European Union to clearly

articulate the severe consequences China would face if

it used force against the island nation, stressing that

such a message must be communicated in advance to

prevent any miscalculations by Beijing. [CNA]

Recognizing the escalating geopolitical instability,

Rasmussen emphasized the need for Taiwan to bolster

its defense capabilities. He advocated for Taiwan to

increase its defense budget to 3 percent of its GDP, a

recommendation that aligns with his call for NATO

members to allocate 4 percent of their GDP to defense.

"Defense is the number one investment countries

should make today," he stated, prioritizing security

over other welfare considerations.  

Rasmussen further highlighted the EU's potent

economic leverage, suggesting that its strong trade

relationship with China could serve as a powerful

deterrent. He argued that the credible threat of

severing economic ties could significantly impact

China's strategic calculations.

Shifting to specific security threats, Rasmussen

addressed the deliberate sabotage of undersea cables

around Taiwan by Chinese-owned vessels,

characterizing these actions as hybrid warfare. In

response, he called for enhanced intelligence sharing

between Europe and Taiwan to strengthen defenses

against such covert operations.
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In closing, Rasmussen underscored the critical

importance of maintaining regional stability. He called

upon democratic allies to work together, presenting a

unified deterrent to China and ensuring that the

principles of freedom and self-determination remain

inviolable in the face of escalating geopolitical

challenges. [Taiwan News]

UN seeks nearly USD 1 billion in aid for

Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh

(lm) The United Nations has launched a joint response

plan for 2025-26, seeking nearly USD 1 billion to

provide life-saving aid for around 1.5 million people,

including 1 million Rohingya refugees and their host

communities in Bangladesh. The UN, in collaboration

with over 100 partners, aims to raise USD 934.5 million

in its first year to address the ongoing Rohingya

humanitarian crisis, which remains largely out of the

international spotlight despite the growing needs.

The majority of the refugees have been living in

overcrowded and squalid camps in Bangladesh since

fleeing the military crackdown in Myanmar in 2017.

The appeal emphasizes the urgent need for financial

support, as shortages in funding could severely affect

critical services such as food assistance, shelter, and

cooking fuel. The UN warned that any further

reduction in these services could lead to desperate

measures, such as refugees attempting dangerous

boat journeys to seek safety elsewhere.

Women and girls, who make up more than half of the

refugee population, are at a heightened risk of gender-

based violence and exploitation, while a third of the

refugees are aged between 10 and 24. The UN

highlighted the lack of access to education and skills-

building opportunities for this young demographic,

warning that without such resources, their futures will

remain uncertain. [Dhaka Tribune]

Amid US tariff pressure, India weighs

trade resets with Beijing and Washington

(hjn/rt/wyn) India is recalibrating its trade policy amid

escalating global economic pressures, particularly from

the United States. As Washington intensifies its

demands for tariff reductions, India is pursuing two

parallel tracks: expanding trade cooperation with the

US through a Bilateral Trade Agreement (BTA) and

signaling readiness to ease some restrictions on
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Chinese trade and investment to counterbalance its

growing trade deficit.

During recent discussions, India and the United States

made substantial progress toward establishing a

framework for a BTA aimed at boosting bilateral trade

beyond USD 500 billion by 2030. The first tranche of

the agreement is expected by the end of 2025. The

accord would focus on reducing tariff and non-tariff

barriers, improving supply chain resilience, and

promoting strategic investment across sectors.

Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal’s visit to Washington

has accelerated negotiations, underscoring both sides'

commitment to strengthening economic and strategic

ties. [India News Network]

To resolve the ongoing trade tensions, the Indian

government plans to scrap the 6 percent equalisation

levy on digital advertisements, primarily affecting U.S.

tech giants like Google, Meta, and Amazon. The change

is part of India's broader strategy to reduce its trade

deficit with ASEAN nations, and it is expected to take

effect on April 1, following approval by Parliament.

[Reuters 1]

Additionally, India is considering significant tariff cuts

on U.S. imports as part of the first phase of a trade

deal between the two countries. India is open to

reducing tariffs on 55 percent of U.S. imports, worth

approximately USD 23 billion, to avoid reciprocal tariffs

from the U.S., which are set to take effect on April 2.

These tariffs, if implemented, could impact India’s

exports to the U.S., worth an estimated USD 66 billion.

As part of the negotiations, India seeks relief from

these tariffs while agreeing to substantial reductions

on a range of U.S. goods, including pharmaceuticals

and automotive exports, which are heavily reliant on

the U.S. market. The final decision on the tariffs will

depend on further discussions between Indian and

U.S. officials. [Reuters 2]

However, India is also quietly considering a partial

economic thaw with China. Officials are exploring ways

to ease restrictions imposed after the 2020 Galwan

border clash, including relaxing visa rules for Chinese

technicians, removing non-tariff barriers, and allowing

certain apps and investments under scrutiny since

2020. New Delhi may revise its FDI policy requiring

government approval for investment from bordering

countries—currently affecting Chinese firms—and

permit minority-stake joint ventures with Indian

partners.

The shift is driven by industry demands, ongoing trade

deficits, and a desire to retain strategic leverage amid

American pressure. India’s trade deficit with China
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reached USD 85 billion in FY2024, while China became

India’s top trading partner again, accounting for USD

118.4 billion in bilateral trade. In contrast, Chinese FDI

into India remains low at USD 2.5 billion from April

2000 to September 2024. [The Indian Express 1]

External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar, speaking at the

2025 Raisina Dialogue, warned of the increasing

“weaponisation of trade” through tariffs and sanctions.

Without naming former U.S. President Donald Trump

directly, Jaishankar noted that such practices have led

India to reevaluate trade partnerships based on trust

and resilience rather than cost-efficiency alone. He

called for regulatory frameworks addressing data and

AI in future trade agreements and highlighted the

strategic importance of building ties with the US, UK,

and EU. [Hindustan Times]

Despite these signals of openness, India has continued

to defend its domestic industries by imposing new

anti-dumping duties on five Chinese products in March

2025—including soft ferrite cores, aluminum foil,

vacuum flasks, trichloro isocyanuric acid, and PVC

paste resin. These duties, ranging up to USD 1,732 per

ton, were implemented to counter the dumping of

goods at below-market prices and protect Indian

manufacturers. [The Indian Express 2]

India and Malaysia to expedite ASEAN

Trade review

(rt) India and Malaysia have agreed to take necessary

steps to expedite the review of the ASEAN-India Trade

in Goods Agreement (AITIGA) to reach substantial

conclusions by 2025. India is looking to contain its

rising trade deficit with ASEAN through this review.

This issue was discussed in a bilateral meeting

between India's Minister of State for Commerce and

Industry, Jitin Prasada, and Malaysia's Deputy Minister

of Investment, Trade, and Industry, Liew Chin Tong.

The two also discussed bilateral trade issues, market

access challenges, collaboration in the semiconductor

industry, cooperation in the service sector, and issues

related to the Foreign Manufacturers Certification

Scheme (FMCS) of the Bureau of Indian Standards

(BIS).

Malaysia, which is currently serving as the ASEAN chair,

is scheduled to host the next joint meeting for the

review from April 9 to 11, with both sides aiming to

conclude the review by then. Malaysia is India's third-

largest trading partner in ASEAN, with a total trade of

USD 20.2 billion during the 2024 financial year,
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accounting for about 17 percent of India's total trade

with the ASEAN bloc. [Economic Times] [CNBC]

F-1 visa denials to US surge to 10-year

high, raising concerns amid global

tightening of student immigration

(rt) The United States rejected 41 percent of F-1 visa

applications in fiscal year 2023–24, the highest denial

rate in a decade. Out of 679,000 total applications,

279,000 were denied, up from 36 percent in the

previous year. Although the F-1 visa is the primary non-

immigrant visa for international students attending

academic institutions in the U.S., the exact reasons

behind the surge in rejections remain unclear, with the

U.S. government emphasizing case-by-case

adjudication under existing immigration law.

While no country-wise breakdown of rejection rates

has been officially released, previous reporting

indicated a 38 percent drop in student visas issued to

Indian applicants during the first nine months of 2024

compared to 2023. Between January and September

2024, only 63,973 student visas were issued to Indians

—down from 103,000 during the same period in 2023.

Despite this drop, India overtook China in 2023–24 to

become the largest source of international students in

the U.S., comprising 29.4 percent of the total

international student population with a record 331,000

Indian students.

The increase in F-1 denials comes amid global policy

shifts to limit foreign student inflows. Canada recently

announced a cap on study permits, with a 35 percent

cut in 2024 and a further 10 percent reduction

expected in 2025, citing pressure on housing and

healthcare systems. The United Kingdom, meanwhile,

imposed restrictions on student dependents,

contributing to a sharp decline in international

enrolment at British universities—by up to 40 percent

in some cases. [The Indian Express] [Newsx]

India meets with European and South

American counterparts to strengthen

diplomatic ties

(rt) India’s External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar met his

counterparts from several countries on the sidelines of

the Raisina Dialogue, seeking to strengthen ties. The

countries include Norway, Slovakia, Georgia, Moldova,

Liechtenstein, and Cuba.
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Jaishankar updated his meetings on social media

platform X, stating that he met with Norwegian Foreign

Minister Essen Barth Eide to discuss implementation of

the Trade and Economic Partnership Agreement

(TEPA), blue economy and education cooperation, and

Ukraine-related developments. India and European

Free Trade Association (EFTA), which comprise of

countries such as Switzerland, Iceland, Norway and

Liechtenstein, had signed a TEPA in March 2024.

Jaishankar also met with Liechtenstein Foreign Minister

Dominique Hasler to discuss the progress of TEPA,

cooperation in the UN, and Ukraine situation. Upon

meeting Slovakian Foreign Minister Juraj Blaenau, they

spoke about trade, investment, mobility, education,

infrastructure, and culture.

On his meeting with Georgian Minister of Foreign

Affairs Maka Botchorishvili, they explored

opportunities for advancing India and Georgia’s

political, trade, investment, tourism, and education

cooperation. With his meeting with Moldova Deputy

Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Mihai Popsoi, they

discussed advancements of bilateral and multilateral

relations, as well as signing a memorandum of

understanding on agriculture. Jaishankar also met with

Cuban Deputy Prime Minister to discuss

developmental cooperation in health and traditional

medicine. [ANI News] [Deccan Herald]

India to strengthen naval defense

cooperation with African nations

(rt) India is set to launch its first-ever major naval

exercise, AIKEYME (Africa-India Key Maritime

Engagement), in April, aimed at strengthening

maritime cooperation with 10 African nations. The

exercise, co-hosted by India and Tanzania, will take

place in Dar-es-Salaam from April 13-18 and will

involve naval personnel from Tanzania, Comoros,

Djibouti, Eritrea, Kenya, Madagascar, Mauritius,

Mozambique, Seychelles, and South Africa. The

exercise will include seamanship drills, anti-piracy

operations, search and rescue missions, and

information-sharing activities. [Times of India] [India

Today]

As part of the Indian Ocean Ship (IOS) SAGAR (Security

and Growth for All in the Region) initiative, the Indian

Navy will also deploy its offshore patrol vessel INS

Sunayna from April 5 to May 8. This mission will see a

combined crew of Indian sailors and personnel from

nine countries—Comoros, Kenya, Madagascar,

Maldives, Mauritius, Mozambique, Seychelles, Sri

Lanka, and South Africa—who will conduct joint
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surveillance of exclusive economic zones (EEZs) and

make port calls in Dar-es-Salaam, Nacala, Port Louis,

Port Victoria, and Male. Personnel from the

participating countries will undergo two weeks of

training in Kochi and participate in various naval

activities. [The Hindu]

Both initiatives, AIKEYME and IOS Sagar, are part of

India's broader strategy to bolster its maritime

presence in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR), enhance

security cooperation, and counter China's growing

influence in the region. These initiatives underscore

India's commitment to being the 'Preferred Security

Partner' and 'First Responder' in the IOR, in line with

the government's vision of SAGAR.

Nepali Prime Minister Oli seeks bilateral

deals with Thailand, meeting with Modi

during BIMESTC summit

(hgk) Nepali Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli is expected

to pursue both multilateral and bilateral engagements

during his trip to Bangkok for the sixth summit of the

Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and

Economic Cooperation (Bimstec), scheduled for April

2–4. In addition to participating in the summit, Oli aims

to conduct an official bilateral visit to Thailand, with

plans to sign multiple agreements and memoranda of

understanding between the two governments and

their respective private sectors.

Officials from Nepal’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs

confirmed ongoing consultations with Thai

counterparts on potential agreements, which could

include cooperation in tourism, culture, agriculture,

clean energy, and education. Agricultural collaboration

may encompass areas such as soil testing, seed

treatment, harvesting, marketing, and value chain

development. There is also interest in cooperation on

clean energy and hydrogen as well as student

exchanges between Nepali and Thai universities.

Private sector participation is expected to be

significant. Nepali business bodies—including the

Federation of Nepali Chamber of Commerce and

Industries, the Confederation of Nepali Industries, and

the Nepal Chamber of Commerce—will sign

agreements with Thai counterparts to formalize

business collaborations.

In addition to bilateral engagements with Thailand,

Nepal has proposed meetings between Prime Minister

Oli and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi as well as
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with other Bimstec leaders on the sidelines of the

summit. [The Kathmandu Post]

Pakistan ratifies WTO fisheries subsidies

agreement to promote ocean

sustainability

(lm) Pakistan has ratified the World Trade

Organization’s (WTO) Agreement on Fisheries

Subsidies, becoming the 94th member to do so. The

agreement, adopted in June 2022, aims to curb

subsidies that support illegal, unreported, and

unregulated (IUU) fishing, overfishing, and fishing on

the high seas. Only 17 more ratifications are needed

for the agreement to enter into force.

With a long coastline along the Arabian Sea and a

fisheries sector vital to food security and employment,

Pakistan’s ratification signals its commitment to marine

sustainability. The government will now need to reform

its policies, phasing out harmful subsidies while

preserving support for sustainable small-scale

fisheries. [Arab News]

Pakistan advances IMF-backed reforms

(afk/lm) Pakistan has intensified its economic reform

agenda through a dual-pronged approach involving

green finance and trade liberalization, in close

coordination with the International Monetary Fund

(IMF). The government is seeking up to USD 1.5 billion

in climate resilience funding from the IMF, while

simultaneously committing to a five-year plan to cut

import duties and open the economy to global

competition.

Finance Minister Muhammad Aurangzeb described

recent talks with the IMF as “very constructive,” noting

that the lender gave a “very positive” response to

Pakistan’s first-ever request for climate-related

funding. The funding aims to support the country’s

transition to a greener economy amid rising climate

risks, including melting glaciers and intensified

flooding.

The announcement was made as Aurangzeb oversaw

the launch of the Parwaaz Green Action Bond,

Pakistan’s first rupee-denominated green bond, valued

at PKR 1 billion (USD 3.6 million). The bond is intended

to fund environmentally sustainable projects and build

investor confidence in the country’s green finance

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hrl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hrr/


ecosystem. This follows the success of the USD 500

million WAPDA green bond, which was six times

oversubscribed. [Arab News]

In parallel, Pakistan has agreed to implement a major

trade liberalization plan in line with IMF

recommendations. The government will reduce

average import duties by one-third to 7.1 percent over

five years and cut regulatory duties by 75 percent. A

new National Tariff Policy will be introduced starting

July 2025. The plan includes abolishing additional

customs charges and gradually phasing out all future

regulatory duties.

The move is expected to cost Pakistan an initial USD

992 million in tax revenue, but is projected to stimulate

broader economic activity, with tax revenues

potentially increasing by USD 5 billion. The government

also forecasts a boost in GDP to 4.6 percent and a

surge in exports to USD 47 billion by 2030. Tariffs on

automobiles will drop to 5.6 percent by the same year,

making vehicles more affordable and improving trade

competitiveness. [The Express Tribune] [Aaj News] 

Moreover, The IMF has rejected Pakistan's request to

reduce transaction taxes on the property sector, along

with refusal to accept PM Shehbaz’s proposal to reduce

electricity prices to accommodate citizens. Previously

IMF also refused to lower tax rates on tobacco and

beverages. Meanwhile, Pakistan and the IMF are

progressing toward a Staff Level Agreement, with

Pakistan required to assure that provinces will not

procure wheat. The IMF is also considering augmenting

its $7 billion Extended Fund Facility with up to $1

billion for climate resilience funding. [The News

International] [Dawn]  

World Bank to invest USD 102 million into

Pakistan’s microfinance sector

(sn) The World Bank has approved financing of USD

102 million for a project to enhance Pakistan’s

microfinance sector. The project will be financed under

the ‘Resilient and Accessible Microfinance (RAM)

project’, and is expected to strengthen microcredit

access for borrowers, and enhance resilience for the

sector.

The financing was approved on March 18, with the

belief that vulnerable Pakistanis would receive more

substantial financial services, particularly in regional

areas. World Bank country director Najy Banhassine

stated that microfinance can bolster rural populations

and promote greater financial inclusion.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hry/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hrj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hrt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hri/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hri/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hrd/


The World Bank estimates that roughly 1.89 million

people will benefit from the program, strengthening

and empowering the most vulnerable individuals in

Pakistan through financial services, individual and

business microcredit, and recovery loans. 

The project will be implemented through the State

Bank of Pakistan, though a release date has not been

established. The Global Shield Financing Facility (GSFF)

co-financed the project and will provide USD 23 million

in funding support. Last month, a World Bank

delegation visited Pakistan to review the Country

Framework Programme (CPF), finalizing USD 20 billion

worth of assistance announced in January 2025.

[Dawn]

Pakistan urges UN to implement

resolutions on Kashmir, strengthen

peacekeeping

(afk) Syed Tariq Fatemi, Pakistan's Special Assistant to

the Prime Minister, has urged the UN Security Council

to fulfill its resolutions allowing Kashmiris the right to

self-determination through a UN-supervised vote.

During a high-level debate, he underscored Pakistan's

role in hosting the UN Military Observer Group, as well

as the Council's responsibility to secure an equitable

resolution to the Kashmir issue.

Fatemi emphasized Pakistan's longstanding

commitment to UN peacekeeping, stating that the

country had sent 235,000 peacekeepers in 48

deployments, with 181 giving the ultimate sacrifice. He

highlighted crucial proposals for enhancing

peacekeeping operations, such as clear mandates,

enough resources, and updated training to address

modern challenges.

Pakistan continues to be dedicated to crafting UN

peacekeeping policy, hosting the UN Peacekeeping

Ministerial preparatory conference in Islamabad on

April 15-16. The event will contribute to global dialogue

about the future of peace operations, supporting

Pakistan's role in international peacekeeping and

security initiatives. [Associated Press of Pakistan]

China, India, Pakistan, and other nations

may attempt to meddle in upcoming

Canadian election
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(lm) Canada's security services have warned that India

and Pakistan, along with China and Russia, could

attempt to interfere in the country’s upcoming general

election on April 28. The Canadian Security Intelligence

Service (CSIS) raised concerns about the growing role

of artificial intelligence (AI) in election meddling, with

hostile state actors increasingly using AI-enabled tools

to influence democratic processes. The agency

highlighted that both China and India have

demonstrated past intentions to interfere in Canadian

elections, though investigations into the 2019 and 2021

elections found no direct impact on the outcomes.

Relations between Canada, China, and India have been

tense in recent years. Earlier in March, Canada

condemned China’s execution of four Canadian

citizens on drug charges and retaliatory tariffs placed

on Canadian goods, including agricultural and food

products. The Chinese foreign ministry, however,

denied any involvement in Canada’s internal matters.

Additionally, Canada expelled six Indian diplomats in

2024 after allegations of involvement in a plot against

Sikh separatists.

CSIS also noted that Russia and Pakistan have the

potential to engage in foreign interference activities,

which, while difficult to directly link to election

outcomes, could undermine public trust in the integrity

of Canada’s electoral system. [Arab News]

ASEAN Cross-Border Goods Vehicle

permits now available online

(ga) Applications for the ASEAN Goods Vehicle Cross-

Border (AGVCB) permit is now open online ahead of its

implementation on April 6, as announced by the

Malaysian Land Public Transport Agency (APAD).

The permit, part of the ASEAN Framework Agreement

on the Facilitation of Inter-State Transport (AFAFIST),

allows licensed operators to conduct cross-border

transportation of goods between two ASEAN member

countries. APAD stated that the initiative aims to

enhance regional economic integration by improving

logistics efficiency and reducing trade barriers.

To streamline applications, Malaysian transport

operators are temporarily exempted from the

maximum laden weight limit under the Land Public

Transport (International Circulation) (ASEAN Cross-

Border Goods Vehicles) Regulations 2023. This

exemption remains valid until March 2, 2028.

[Bernama]
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Myanmar junta frames sanctions as

ineffective

(nf) At the Myanmar Beyond 2025 Forum, junta leader

Min Aung Hlaing mocked Western economic sanctions,

asserting that Myanmar’s abundant natural resources

and strategic location shield it from their effects. He

claimed that sanctions had failed to weaken the regime

and suggested that the export of footwear made from

local cotton and leather could present a promising

economic opportunity.

His remarks echoed those of previous military rulers,

who touted economic progress while the population

continued to sink deeper into poverty. Critics argue

that such narratives are primarily designed to justify

military rule and enrich the elite.

The pro-junta Myanmar Narrative Think Tank also

organized the forum, which aimed to position

Myanmar within the broader trend toward a multipolar

world. Union Minister U Maung Maung Ohn

emphasized the importance for smaller countries like

Myanmar to align with rising economic powers such as

China and India, as well as groups like BRICS, to

achieve political stability and economic development.

Speakers from China, India, Russia, Nepal, and

Thailand highlighted Myanmar’s geopolitical

significance, regional connectivity, and economic

prospects.

The discussions touched on the end of Western-led

unilateralism, China's growing dominance in economic

and technological progress through initiatives like the

Belt and Road Initiative, and Myanmar's role in regional

diplomacy and India’s Act East Policy.

The forum concluded that Myanmar must seize the

opportunities presented by multipolarity by

strengthening regional relations, ensuring geopolitical

balance, and adapting to technological and economic

changes. However, there are concerns that such

strategies will primarily benefit the junta's inner circle,

with little improvement for ordinary citizens. [The

Global New Night of Myanmar] [Irrawaddy News]

Labour groups applaud ILO sanctions on

Myanmar junta

(anl) Labor groups, including the Confederation of

Trade Unions Myanmar (CTUM), welcomed the
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International Labour Organization's (ILO) decision to

impose sanctions on Myanmar’s junta under Article 33,

which mandates member states to uphold

international labor standards and fundamental rights.

The decision, made during the ILO Governing Body's

353rd session in Geneva (March 10–20), followed

intense discussions on March 19. The sanctions aim to

sever the junta’s financial resources and address its

severe violations of labor and human rights.

Phyo Sandar Soe, CTUM’s Deputy Secretary-General,

who attended the meeting, stated that the sanctions

resemble those imposed in 2000, targeting the junta’s

sources of income and international relations. The

move follows the ILO's November 2024 decision to

invoke Article 33 due to the junta’s systemic abuses,

including forced labor and suppression of the freedom

of association. The ILO Commission of Inquiry has

outlined 11 compliance measures for the junta, and

failure to implement them will result in continued

sanctions. [Mizzima]

Myanmar's junta chief Min Aung Hlaing to

attend BIMSTEC Summit

(hw) Thai news agencies reported that Myanmar junta

leader Senior General Min Aung Hlaing is set to attend

the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical

and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) summit, which

will be held in Bangkok, Thailand, from April 2 to 4.

However, a source stated that Thailand has not yet

confirmed who will lead the Myanmar delegation,

although it has invited the heads of state of all

member nations.

This summit will be the sixth for the group and the first

to be hosted by Thailand’s current prime minister. If

Min Aung Hlaing attends in person, it will mark his first

trip to Thailand since the 2021 military coup.

Paetongtarn Shinawatra and Min Aung Hlaing met last

year in China. [BBC News, in Burmese]

Philippines reasserts Sabah claim in

response to Malaysia’s UN objection

(lm) The Philippines has formally reiterated its

sovereignty claim over North Borneo (Sabah) in a

diplomatic note to the United Nations, issued on

March 19 by the Philippine Permanent Mission. The

move came in response to Malaysia’s objection to the
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Philippines’ 2024 submission to the UN Commission on

the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS), in which

Manila requested recognition of an extended

continental shelf in the West Palawan Region under

the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea

(UNCLOS).

In the note verbale, the Philippines emphasized that it

“has never relinquished its sovereignty over North

Borneo” and cited the 1963 Manila Accord—an

agreement between Malaysia, Indonesia, and the

Philippines—affirming the right to pursue the Sabah

claim in accordance with international law and

peaceful dispute resolution. Malaysia, in its 2024

submission, rejected the Philippines’ claim, asserting

that the projected continental margin is from Sabah,

which Malaysia views as its sovereign territory.

The Philippines’ submission argues that geological

continuity connects Palawan and North Borneo, thus

justifying an extended continental margin beyond the

370-kilometer exclusive economic zone.

The historical dispute over Sabah dates back to 1878,

when the Sultan of Sulu leased the territory to the

British North Borneo Company. The Philippines

officially claimed Sabah in 1962 after being authorized

by the heirs of the Sultanate of Sulu. In 1963, Malaysia

declared independence, inheriting rights over Sabah,

but the Philippine claim remained unresolved. The

issue resurfaced violently in 2013 when followers of a

self-proclaimed Sulu sultan engaged Malaysian forces

in Sabah, leading to casualties and a crackdown.

The latest diplomatic action signals Manila’s renewed

interest in advancing its longstanding territorial claim

through international legal avenues. [Inquirer.net]

US-Philippines ties strengthened with

upcoming Secretary Hegseth visit and

joint military exercises

(cm/jm/lm) US Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth is

scheduled to visit Manila on March 28-29, as part of his

first trip to Asia. His visit will focus on strengthening

US-Philippines relations and addressing the

increasingly assertive actions of China in the South

China Sea. Hegseth is expected to meet with Philippine

Defense Secretary Gilberto Teodoro and President

Ferdinand Marcos Jr. to discuss regional security

concerns, particularly related to China’s actions in the

disputed waters. The visit comes amid ongoing US

efforts to enhance military cooperation with its allies,
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especially in countering Chinese influence in the Indo-

Pacific region.

During his visit, Hegseth will participate in talks that

will emphasize the importance of strengthening

deterrence capabilities and reaffirming the US’s

commitment to the 1951 Mutual Defense Treaty. His

trip follows significant military cooperation between

the US and the Philippines, including increased joint

exercises and a commitment to defending the

Philippines if attacked, particularly in the South China

Sea. Hegseth’s visit also coincides with the ongoing

tensions between the Philippines and China over the

disputed waters, where confrontations between their

forces have escalated. [Associated Press]

Coinciding with Hegseth’s visit, the Philippine Army (PA)

and United States Army Pacific (USARPAC) have

officially launched the “SABAK” 2025 exercises, which

combine the Salaknib and Balikatan drills, with the goal

of enhancing joint land defense capabilities and

operational readiness.

Coinciding with Hegseth’s visit, the Philippine Army (PA)

and United States Army Pacific (USARPAC) have

officially launched the “SABAK” 2025 exercises, which

combine the Salaknib and Balikatan drills. The first

phase of the Salaknib drill, running from March 24 to

April 11, involves 5,000 troops—3,000 from the

Philippine Army and 2,000 from USARPAC—engaged in

warfighting exercises and subject matter exchanges.

The second phase is scheduled from May 15 to July 20

in Fort Bonifacio, Taguig City, and other areas covered

by the 5th and 7th Infantry Divisions. Meanwhile, the

Balikatan component will run from late April to mid-

May. [Philippine News Agency]

Amidst these developments, the US Army has

announced that it will not conduct live-fire tests of the

Typhon missile system during the joint military

exercises. This decision follows repeated protests from

China, which has labeled the missile system an

"offensive weapon" and warned of escalating tensions.

The Typhon missile system, capable of launching

Tomahawk and SM-6 missiles, was deployed as part of

the Salaknib 2024 military exercises but has not yet

been fired. While the Philippines considered

purchasing the system, it faced significant opposition

from China and others. [South China Morning Post]

Philippines pushes to expand "Squad"

security pact

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hyd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hyh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hyk/


(jm/mm) The Philippines is looking to expand the

"Squad"- its informal security and intelligence sharing

alliance with Australia, Japan and the U.S. - by bringing

in India and South Korea. Armed Forces Chief General

Romeo S. Brawner has stated that both India and

South Korea share strategic interests in the South

China Sea with China as their common enemy. [The

Canberra Times]

This week, Brawner met with South Korea's top military

general Admiral Kim Myung-soo, to discuss deepening

bilateral defense ties and cooperation in the arms

industry—a move underscored by historical ties dating

back to the Korean War. Talks with India are also

underway, though details remain undisclosed. [Korea

JoongAng Daily]

The push to expand the Squad aligns with the

Philippines broader strategy to strengthen regional

security. Since last year, Squad members have been

conducting joint maritime operations in the

Philippines' exclusive economic zone in the South

China Sea, directly challenging China's sweeping

territorial claims. Despite a 2016 Hague ruling that

found China's expansive claims and activity in the area

unlawful, Beijing continue to disregard Philippines

sovereignty over these waters, a key global trade route

worth USD 3 trillion annually. Expanding the squad

signals Manila's determination to bolster strategic

alliances and counter China's influence in the region. 

[USCC] [The Canberra Times]

Philippine defense chief denounces

China’s South China Sea claims amid

ongoing tensions

(lm) On March 24, Philippine Defense Secretary

Gilberto Teodoro strongly condemned China’s

expansive claims in the South China Sea, labeling them

as “the biggest fiction and lie.” This statement came

amid increasing Chinese activity in the region,

particularly near the disputed Scarborough Shoal,

where a Chinese military helicopter tailed a Philippine

aircraft conducting a routine patrol. Additionally,

Chinese forces installed a new floating barrier in an

attempt to prevent Filipino fishermen from accessing a

lagoon within the shoal, which has been a point of

contention between the two nations. [Manila Times]

Teodoro’s remarks also extended to China’s aggressive

stance in the region under President Xi Jinping’s

leadership, suggesting that Xi's policies have

undermined the international goodwill fostered by his

predecessors. He emphasized that no ASEAN country
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recognizes the legitimacy of China’s so-called “10-dash

line,” which Beijing uses to assert its territorial claims in

the South China Sea. [South China Morning Post]

[Associated Press]

This rhetoric comes as the Philippines has been

bolstering its defense capabilities and strengthening

security alliances with countries like New Zealand and

Canada, with ongoing negotiations for a visiting forces

agreement with France. These steps are part of the

Philippines' strategy to reinforce its security posture in

response to China's actions.

In parallel, US Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth is

scheduled to visit Manila on March 28-29, where he will

meet with Teodoro and President Ferdinand Marcos Jr.

The discussions will focus on strengthening the US-

Philippines alliance, particularly in the face of China’s

increasing assertiveness in the contested waters. [see

separate article in this edition]

Singapore and Thailand hold joint military

exercise with US

(rt) Singapore and Thailand are jointly participating

with the United States in the 31st edition of Exercise

Cope Tiger, a large-scale trilateral air force exercise

aimed at boosting combat readiness, interoperability,

and regional defense ties.

The Royal Thai Air Force is hosting the current phase of

the exercise, which is being held from March 17 to 28

at Korat Air Base and Chandy Range in Thailand. The

first phase took place in Singapore from December 17

to 19, 2024, at Changi Naval Base.

Since its launch in 1994, Exercise Cope Tiger has

helped improve air defense capabilities and

professional competencies while also promoting

mutual understanding and trust among the armed

forces of the three nations. [The Straits Times]

Singaporean jailed and company fined for

illegal gasoil transfers to North Korea

(lm) A Singaporean businessman, Justin Low Eng Yeow,

was sentenced to one year and three weeks in jail for

his role in illegally supplying gasoil to North Korea in

violation of United Nations sanctions. His company, ISA

Energy (Asia), was fined SGD 280,000 (USD 207,200) for

its involvement. Low pleaded guilty to three charges

related to transferring financial assets that supported
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the prohibited activity, with six additional charges

considered in sentencing.

Low sourced gasoil from suppliers, including now-

defunct Hin Leong Trading, and transferred it to

associates knowing it would be redirected to North

Korea. The shipments occurred between 2019 and

2020 and were routed via Singapore, South Korea, and

the South China Sea before reaching Nampo port in

North Korea. Fake contracts were generated to mask

the destination, and ISA Energy earned a profit of SGD

50,265 (USD 37,196) from the transactions.

As a UN member state, Singapore enforces strict

sanctions against North Korea, including a ban on the

sale or transfer of refined petroleum products. These

fuels are considered vital to North Korea’s weapons

programs. Low’s lawyer argued that his client was

financially trapped in the deal, having already

committed to the transaction, and claimed the gasoil

was for civilian use rather than military applications.

[Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore, Thailand and US air forces hold

large-scale drill to enhance readiness

(msz) In the 31st edition of Exercise Cope Tiger, the air

forces from Singapore, Thailand and the US have been

participating in a large-scale air exercise to enhance

combat readiness and operational capabilities from

March 17 to 28.

The ongoing training exercise at Korat Air Base and

Chandy Range in Thailand from March 17 to 28 marked

the second phase of trilateral exercise. The closing

ceremony on March 28 will be co-officiated by

Singapore’s Chief of Air Force, Major-General Kelvin

Fan; Commander-in-Chief of the Royal Thai Air Force,

Air Chief Marshal Punpakdee Pattanakul; and the US

Commander of Fifth Air Force, Pacific Air Forces,

Lieutenant-General Stephen F. Jost.

The first phase of the drill– a command post exercise –

was held from December 17 to 19, 2024, at the

Multinational Operations and Exercise Centre at

Changi Naval Base in Singapore. Since its

commencement in 1994, Exercise Cope Tiger has been

augmenting the professionalism, defence ties between

Singapore, Thailand, and the US in addition to

promoting closer rapport and mutual understanding

among their personnel. [The Nation]
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Thailand, Laos, and China prepare for new

railway project

(acs) The Thai government aims to create a regional

transportation hub in cooperation with Laos and China

to bolster trade by initiating a new railway project. The

governor of the State Railway of Thailand (SRT), Veeris

Ammarapala, pointed out that after meetings with Lao

and Chinese counterparts, the three parties agreed on

the establishment of an efficient rail freight network

connecting the countries. Economically, it is expected

that the new railway network will reduce logistics costs

and bolster Thai farmers' competitiveness in both

regional and global markets.

In addition, significant issues such as infrastructure,

improving technology, and other elements of the

transportation structure were discussed and included

in the agenda of cooperation among the three parties.

Meanwhile, the SRT governor visited Laos and shared

updates regarding the construction of the Thai-Lao

Friendship Railway Bridge, which is currently in the

construction phase. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand will host BIMSTEC summit in

April

(msz) The sixth summit of the Bay of Bengal Initiative

for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation

(BIMSTEC) will reportedly take place from April 2-5 in

Bangkok, Thailand. Thai Prime Minister Paetongtarn

Shinawatra will chair the summit along with leaders of

other member states – India, Nepal, Sri Lanka,

Bangladesh, Myanmar, and Bhutan.

The summit will reportedly focus on maritime

cooperation, sustainable development, and

connectivity. The summit will also adopt the Bangkok

Vision 2030, outlining strategic directions for the

organization's future in addition to reviewing the

Report of the Eminent Persons' Group on the Future

Direction of BIMSTEC. Besides, bilateral meetings can

also be expected to boost diplomatic and economic

ties. For instance, Thailand and Bhutan will sign a Free

Trade Agreement (FTA) to enhance trade relations,

expand market access, and foster economic

cooperation in sectors such as tourism, agriculture,

education, and renewable energy.

The seven-member regional economic bloc was

founded in 1997 to deepen cooperation among the

countries in the Bay of Bengal. It serves as a bridge

linking South and Southeast Asia, bolstering economic,
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social, and cultural ties across the region. [Thai PBS

World]

(lm) A court in Timor-Leste has rejected the Philippine

government’s request to extradite expelled lawmaker

Arnolfo Teves Jr., who is facing multiple charges

including murder in connection with the March 2023

assassination of Negros Oriental Governor Roel

Degamo. The Court of Appeals in Dili, in a March 20

decision, unanimously ruled against the extradition,

citing Article 35(3) of Timor-Leste’s Constitution, which

prohibits extradition if there is a credible risk of torture

or inhuman treatment.

The Philippine Department of Justice (DOJ) expressed

disappointment, describing the reversal of two earlier

pro-extradition rulings in 2024 as “peculiar and legally

improbable.” The DOJ is seeking clarification and stated

it will pursue all available legal remedies. Teves, who

was arrested in Dili in March 2024, was expelled from

the Philippine House of Representatives in August

2023 for repeatedly refusing to return and face

charges.

The Philippine government has emphasized that Teves

must be returned to face trial and has called on Timor-

Leste to uphold international cooperation in the

pursuit of justice. [Inquirer.net]

Trade, investment, and Rohingya issue

top agenda during Bangladesh interim

leader’s visit to China

(lm) Bangladesh’s interim leader, Chief Adviser

Muhammad Yunus, will visit China from March 26 to

mark 50 years of diplomatic ties between the two

countries, with trade, investment, and strategic

cooperation at the core of the agenda. The four-day

trip, seen as Bangladesh’s most significant diplomatic

engagement with China in decades, will include Yunus’

first bilateral meeting with Chinese President Xi Jinping

on March 28.

Bangladesh aims to attract Chinese investment—

particularly through the relocation of Chinese factories

to Bangladesh’s Special Economic Zone in Chattogram

—as part of efforts to become a regional

manufacturing hub. China, Bangladesh’s largest

trading partner with bilateral trade totaling USD 25

billion annually, currently imports less than USD 1

billion in goods from Bangladesh. To address this trade

imbalance, China is expected to begin large-scale

imports of mango, jackfruit, and guava from

Bangladesh.
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Dhaka and Beijing are expected to sign at least eight

memoranda of understanding (MoUs) on trade,

culture, port modernization, and water management.

Although no formal agreements are planned, Chinese

Ambassador Yao Wen described the visit as “very

productive” and a “milestone.”

The Yunus government is also seeking more favorable

terms on Chinese loans, including lowering interest

rates from 2–3 percent to 1 percent, waiving

commitment fees, and extending repayment terms

from 20 to 30 years. While Beijing has agreed in

principle to some of these requests, outcomes will

depend on the strength of ongoing negotiations and

domestic political stability.

Other key areas of discussion include cooperation on

medical tourism—especially as India has tightened visa

regulations—and the proposed establishment of a

Chinese hospital chain in Bangladesh. The first batch of

14 Bangladeshi patients was treated in Kunming earlier

this month.

Water security will also feature prominently. China has

previously proposed a phased implementation of the

Teesta River management project and is planning a

massive dam across the Yarlung Tsangpo River, which

may impact downstream countries like Bangladesh

and India. Dhaka may raise concerns over the dam’s

potential regional implications.

China is expected to invite Bangladesh to join its Global

Development Initiative and Global Security Initiative.

However, analysts note that as an interim

administration, the Yunus-led government may refrain

from entering into arrangements that could heighten

geopolitical tensions.

Finally, Dhaka will urge China to play a more active role

in resolving the Rohingya refugee crisis, particularly

given that the Arakan Army now controls much of

Myanmar’s Rakhine State, making repatriation

increasingly complex. Foreign ministry officials

stressed the need for a regional or global initiative,

similar to a "Marshall Plan," to address the

humanitarian crisis. [The Daily Star 1] [The Daily Star 2]

India’s top diplomat says New Delhi knew

of anti-Hasina wave in Bangladesh but

lacked leverage to intervene

(lm) Indian External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar

recently addressed the Consultative Committee for

External Affairs, stating that New Delhi was aware of
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the growing sentiments in Bangladesh against the

country’s ex-Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina before the

mass uprising that led to her ouster in August 2024 -

but lacked leverage to intervene. Hasina, he said, could

only be “advised,” not influenced.

During the session, several Members of Parliament,

particularly from the opposition, voiced concern over

recent attacks on Hindus in Bangladesh. Jaishankar

conveyed that Bangladesh authorities attributed the

incidents to politically motivated unrest rather than

communal targeting. Against this backdrop, Jaishankar

acknowledged that India, along with other

stakeholders, was tracking the internal situation in

Bangladesh closely and has since engaged with the

interim government led by Chief Adviser Muhammad

Yunus.

Additionally, he noted recent comments by UN Human

Rights Chief Volker Türk, who warned the Bangladesh

military against confronting unarmed protesters,

indicating such actions could threaten the army’s

participation in UN peacekeeping missions.

Jaishankar also addressed the broader regional

context, highlighting the role of “external actors” in

Bangladesh’s political developments. In a notable

remark, he described China as a competitor rather

than an adversary, especially as Yunus is scheduled to

visit China soon, where agreements on expanding air

connectivity between Chittagong, Dhaka, and Chinese

cities are expected. [The Daily Star] [The Hindu]

At the same time, Jaishankar acknowledged India's

ongoing diplomatic engagement with Bangladesh,

including the December 2024 visit of Foreign Secretary

Vikram Misri to Dhaka. Despite this, India has yet to

confirm a request from Bangladesh for a bilateral

meeting between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and

Yunus during the upcoming BIMSTEC summit in

Bangkok, scheduled for April 2 to 4. Bangladesh’s

interim Foreign Affairs Adviser Md Touhid Hossain has

publicly stated that a diplomatic request was made,

but the Indian Ministry of External Affairs has provided

no update. [The Indian Express]

Tensions between the two countries have also been

exacerbated by India’s resistance to resuming normal

volumes of medical visas for Bangladeshi citizens.

Since August 2023, India has drastically reduced the

number of medical visas issued, from 5,000-7,000 per

day to fewer than 1,000. This shift has created

opportunities for other countries, such as China, to

step in and fill the gap left by India's reduced

cooperation. According to Bangladeshi sources, this
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has further strained relations between the two nations.

[Reuters] [Economic Times]

U.S. Senator discusses security, reforms,

and tech cooperation during Bangladesh

visit

(lm) U.S. Senator Gary Peters visited Bangladesh from

March 17 to 19, engaging with top officials including

Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus, Foreign Adviser

Touhid Hossain, and Chief of Army Staff Waker-Uz-

Zaman. As a member of the Senate Armed Services

Committee and Ranking Member of the Homeland

Security and Governmental Affairs Committee, Peters

focused on Bangladesh’s security challenges and ways

the United States could support the interim

government's reform agenda.

During his trip, Peters also participated in a roundtable

with local experts on human rights, cybersecurity, and

artificial intelligence. Discussions centered on helping

Bangladesh leverage emerging technologies while

addressing security risks, safeguarding data privacy,

and advancing human rights. The U.S. embassy in

Dhaka highlighted the visit as part of its broader

engagement to promote technological cooperation

and democratic values. [The Daily Star]

British MPs alarmed by disinformation

campaign targeting Bangladesh Bank

governor

(lm) British MPs have raised concerns about a

disinformation campaign targeting Bangladesh Bank

Governor Ahsan H Mansur, who is leading efforts to

trace billions of dollars allegedly laundered during the

previous government’s regime. The campaign, which

emerged ahead of a key parliamentary session,

involved fraudulent emails linking to articles on the

website International Policy Digest. These articles

questioned the wealth of Mansur’s family, particularly

his daughter, using stock images and pseudonymous

authors.

Mansur, who was appointed after a student-led

uprising ousted Sheikh Hasina’s government in 2024,

dismissed the allegations, attributing them to

individuals under investigation for money laundering.

He believes the smear campaign is aimed at

discrediting his work on recovering stolen assets. The

disinformation coincided with Mansur’s push for UK
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cooperation in probing assets linked to a 2013 nuclear

deal involving Hasina’s niece, former UK minister Tulip

Siddiq, who resigned earlier this year after facing

corruption charges in Bangladesh.

MPs from the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on

Responsible Tax and Corruption received the emails

before a planned session with Mansur. One such

email, from UK public relations firm Palatine

Communications, attempted to draw attention to

Mansur’s family in connection with a probe into

Siddiq’s integrity. Rupa Huq, an APPG member, found

the communication highly unusual, drawing parallels

with previous attempts to intimidate MPs speaking

about Bangladesh in Parliament.

The emails have been referred to parliamentary

cybersecurity advisers and the foreign affairs

committee, which is investigating disinformation. APPG

member Phil Brickell expressed concern over potential

manipulation aimed at misleading MPs regarding the

corruption investigation and called for a thorough

investigation into the matter.

While the PR firm Palatine Communications claimed to

act independently, the authorship of the articles in

International Policy Digest remains anonymous, with

the publication standing by the accuracy of the content

despite concerns about its legitimacy. [Dhaka Tribune]

[The Guardian]

Japan offers Bhutan USD 90 million loan

for hydropower plants

(hgk) Japan is providing a loan of up to JPY 13.7 billion

(USD 90 million) to Bhutan for the construction of

three hydropower plants—marking the first Japanese-

supported hydropower project in the country. The

plants, located in Samdrup Jongkhar and Samtse near

the Indian border, are expected to be completed by

2029.

Bhutan relies heavily on hydroelectricity, exporting

surplus power to India during the rainy season, which

accounts for around 40 percent of its total export

value. However, the country faces energy shortages

during the dry season. One of the planned plants will

be a storage-type hydropower facility aimed at

addressing this seasonal shortfall.  [Kyodo News]
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Cambodia to receive Japanese USD 10

million de-mining grant

(dql) Cambodia has secured two Japanese grants

totaling USD 10.4 million to support landmine

clearance efforts. Cambodian Deputy Prime Minister

and Foreign Minister Prak Sokhonn and Japanese

Ambassador Ueno Atsushi formalized the agreement

in Phnom Penh on March 20.

The Cambodian Mine Action Center (CMAC) will receive

both grants, including USD 8.3 million to enhance its

South-South Cooperation training capacity and USD

2.1 million for constructing a training complex and

outreach facility. [The Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia remains one of the world's most landmine-

affected nations, with an estimated 4 to 6 million

unexploded ordnances left from decades of conflict.

Official reports indicate that between 1979 and 2024,

landmine and explosive remnants of war (ERW)

incidents caused 19,834 deaths and 45,252 injuries.

[Xinhua]

Cambodia, Laos discuss Stung Treng

province border markers

(dql) At a meeting of the Cambodia-Laos Joint Border

Affairs Committee border officials from Cambodia and

Laos discussed the joint construction efforts of border

markers in Stung Treng province.

Cambodia and Laos have resolved 86 percent of their

border, with 14 percent pending final agreement. The

two countries share a common border of 540

kilometers.

In December of last year, the governments of

Cambodia and Laos committed to accelerating the

resolution of border issues and completing remaining

border demarcation. They made this commitment in a

joint statement following the official visit of Lao Prime

Minister Sonexay Siphandone to Cambodia from

December 4 to 5. [Khmer Times]

Ireland provides funding for climate

program, de-mining in Cambodia

(dql) Irish Minister of State at the Department of

Agriculture, Food, and the Marine Noel Grealish TD has

announced USD 870,000 in funding for a climate
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program to be implemented by Oxfam in Cambodia in

2025.

The funding will be used to support rural communities

in northern Cambodia through climate-smart

agriculture, renewable energy, and climate resilience,

while collaborating with the Royal Government of

Cambodia to enhance climate policies.

During his visit to Cambodia, Grealish also met with

Cambodia’s Minister of Agriculture, Forestry, and

Fisheries, as well as academics at the Royal University

of Agriculture, to explore further cooperation in

agriculture. [Khmer Times 1]

In addition, Grealish announced the same amount in

funding to support The HALO Trust’s mine-clearing

efforts in Cambodia. With the new funding, the HALO

Trust will deploy six mine clearance teams, a

survey/explosive ordnance disposal team, and a risk

education team over the next year.

Despite 30 years of mine action efforts, Cambodia

remains heavily contaminated by landmines and

explosive remnants of war. [The Phnom Penh Post]

The HALO Trust is an international non-governmental

organization (NGO) founded in the United Kingdom in

1988, working in various countries affected by

landmines and explosive remnants of war.

In a separate development, Ly Thuch, Senior Minister

and First Vice President of the Cambodian Mine Action

and Victim Assistance Authority (CMAA) witnessed the

signing of a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU)

between the CMAA and Norwegian People’s Aid (NPA)

in Cambodia. The MoU focuses on capacity

development in mine action.

Under the MoU NPA will assist in training key skills in

areas such as quality management, information

systems, gender mainstreaming, and operational

effectiveness, ensuring the sustainability of mine

action in Cambodia. [Khmer Times 2]

Cambodia, Togo to establish bilateral

consultations, introduce visa exemptions

(dql) Cambodia and Togo have signed two agreements

on establishing bilateral consultations and visa

exemptions for holders of diplomatic and service

passports. The deals were signed by Cambodian

Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Prak

Sokhonn and Togolese Foreign Minister Robert Dussey
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during the latter’s visit to Cambodia from March 18 to

20.

The ministers discussed enhancing bilateral ties,

particularly in trade and investment, and marked the

15th anniversary of Cambodia-Togo diplomatic

relations. Dussey praised Cambodia’s peace, stability,

and socio-economic development and both sides

emphasized closer coordination on regional and

international issues. [Khmer Times] [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation,

Cambodia]

China-South Korea maritime disputes in

Yellow Sea flares up

(yq) A recent maritime standoff between China and

South Korea in the Yellow Sea has intensified tensions

over overlapping territorial claims. The incident, details

of which have emerged, occurred on February 26 in

the Provisional Maritime Zone (PMZ) near Socotra

Rock, and involved South Korean research vessel

Onnuri attempting to inspect a Chinese-installed steel

structure.

As the Onnuri approached the structure, it was

blocked by Chinese coast guard vessels and three

smaller civilian boats. In response, South Korea

dispatched a coast guard vessel, leading to a tense

two-hour standoff.

South Korea maintains that its inspection was

legitimate, while China asserts that the structure is an

aquafarm, insisting that the installation complies with

the PMZ agreement, which allows joint resource

management but prohibits activities beyond fishing

and navigation. However, reports indicate that China

has installed multiple steel structures in the area since

2022, raising concerns over potential territorial claims.

South Korea’s foreign ministry has lodged a formal

protest with China and is coordinating with other

government agencies to safeguard its maritime rights.

Meanwhile, China’s foreign ministry stated that both

nations are engaged in negotiations on maritime

delimitation and maintain open communication

channels, maintaining that the overall situation in the

Yellow Sea remains stable. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs,

China]  [Global Times] [South China Morning Post] [The

Korea Times]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hiu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hdl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hdl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hdl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hdr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hdr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hdy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hdj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hdt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hdt/


China and Kazakhstan deepen strategic

cooperation across multiple sectors

(yq) Kazakhstan and China have pledged to reinforce

their partnership and deepen bilateral collaboration

across multiple sectors.

At the 12th Meeting of the China-Kazakhstan

Cooperation Committee, held on March 18 in Beijing,

Chinese Vice Premier Ding Xuexiang and Kazakhstan’s

First Deputy Prime Minister Roman Sklyar reaffirmed

their commitment to strengthening practical

cooperation. Ding emphasized the importance of

political mutual trust and alignment of development

strategies, advocating for enhanced collaboration

under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), deeper law

enforcement cooperation, and greater cultural

exchanges. Sklyar reiterated Kazakhstan’s diplomatic

priority of maintaining strong ties with China,

particularly in implementing key BRI projects. [Xinhua

News Agency]

The discussions also led to the expansion of the

Committee’s structure, including the formation of a

Coordinating Committee for Industrial and Investment

Cooperation and a subcommittee on education. Key

areas of focus included barrier-free trade, enhanced

transport connectivity, and investment in Kazakhstan’s

localized production sectors. [The Astana Times 1]

In a separate meeting, Kazakhstan’s President Kassym-

Jomart Tokayev met with China National Nuclear

Corporation (CNNC) General Director Shen Yanfeng to

explore collaborative opportunities in the nuclear

energy sector. Tokayev highlighted the country’s

commitment to nuclear energy development and the

recent decision to establish the Nuclear Energy Agency

in Kazakhstan. [The Astana Times 2]

A protocol signed at the committee meeting outlined

plans to boost trade, transport, logistics, agriculture,

energy, and tourism. Trade between the two nations

reached USD 43.8 billion in the previous fiscal year,

reflecting strong economic ties. The agreement also

formalized the inclusion of the Coordination

Committee for Industrial-Investment Cooperation and

the Subcommittee for Education to streamline

collaborative efforts. [Trend News Agency 1]

Water resource management emerged as a critical

area of cooperation. Kazakhstan and China signed

their first-ever Memorandum of Understanding on

sustainable water resource management. The

agreement covers rational water use, technological

advancements, alternative water sources, and

capacity-building initiatives. [Trend News Agency 2]
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U.S. imposes first sanctions against

Chinese teapot refinery for Iranian oil

(dql) The U.S. has sanctioned Shandong Shouguang

Luqing Petrochemical Co., a Chinese independent

“teapot” oil refinery, for purchasing and refining

Iranian oil worth USD 500 million. This marks the first

such action against a teapot refinery as part of

Washington’s efforts to curb Iran’s oil exports.

[Department of the Treasury, USA]

Luqing Petrochemical is accused of using shadow fleet

vessels to conceal the origin of its Iranian oil

purchases, some linked to sanctioned entities

associated with Iran’s military.

The U.S. State Department emphasized that China

remains the largest importer of Iranian crude, and the

revenue supports Iran’s destabilizing activities.

In addition to Luqing, the Treasury sanctioned eight oil

tankers and 11 corporate entities across China, Hong

Kong, the British Virgin Islands, Panama, and

Seychelles. [Newsweek]

The sanctions came shortly after China and Russia

reaffirmed their support for Iran amid renewed U.S.

efforts to press Iran into nuclear talks. The pledge was

made during a meeting between Chinese Foreign

Minister Wang Yi, Russian Deputy Foreign Minister

Ryabko Sergey Alexeevich and Iranian Deputy Foreign

Minister Kazem Gharibabadi in Beijing on March 14 to

discuss the Iranian nuclear situation.

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

Tehran's right to the peaceful use of nuclear energy

should be "fully" respected (see AiR No. 11,

March/2025, 3).

US initiates new investigation of China’s

major telecom companies

(dql) The U.S. Federal Communications Commission

(FCC) is investigating nine Chinese “CCP-aligned

businesses” companies, including Huawei, ZTE,

Hikvision, China Mobile, and China Telecom, to

determine whether they are evading U.S. restrictions.

These companies are on the FCC’s "Covered List" for

posing national security risks, yet some may still be
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operating in the U.S. through unregulated channels.

[FCC, USA]

Other firms under investigation include Hytera

Communications, Dahua Technology, Pacifica

Networks/ComNet, and China Unicom (Americas).

The FCC has issued Letters of Inquiry and at least one

subpoena to gather details on their U.S. operations

and any third-party collaborators. This latest action

follows previous bans on Chinese telecom firms

providing services in the U.S. and ongoing efforts to

strengthen cybersecurity, including addressing

vulnerabilities in the Border Gateway Protocol (BGP)

exploited by China Telecom. [Reuters]

China’s premier and vice premier meet

with U.S. senators Steve Daines and

executives

(yq) U.S. Republican Senator Steve Daines, along with

executives from major American corporations, met

Chinese Premier Li Qiang in Beijing on March 23. The

delegation, which included leaders from Qualcomm,

Pfizer, Cargill, Boeing, Apple, Mastercard, and Eli Lilly,

engaged in discussions following the China

Development Forum, a key annual business summit

(see article above). Daines, a staunch supporter of U.S.

President Donal Trump and member of the Senate

Foreign Relations Committee, is the first U.S. politician

to visit China since Trump assumed office in January.

 [Reuters 1] [CNBC]

Premier Li Qiang underscored the importance of

economic cooperation as a stabilizing force in China-

U.S. relations, emphasizing that neither side benefits

from trade wars or excessive tariffs. Li called for candid

communication and deeper cooperation, urging the

United States to avoid zero-sum competition. He

assured American business leaders that China remains

committed to fostering a fair and open business

environment, responding to concerns over market

access and regulatory hurdles. [State Council, China 1]

In a separate engagement, Chinese Vice Premier He

Lifeng met with top executives from Apple, Pfizer,

Mastercard, AstraZeneca, and other multinational

companies to reaffirm China's commitment to

maintaining a business-friendly environment. He

assured attendees that China’s economy remains

resilient and full of opportunities despite geopolitical

tensions and U.S. tariffs. He China’s willingness to

expand economic collaboration with foreign firms,

promising high-level economic opening and improved
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business conditions. Executives from multinational

companies at the meeting acknowledged China's

strong economic resilience and vast market potential,

expressing a continued commitment to long-term

operations in the country. In recent weeks, Chinese

commerce ministry officials have met with a dozen

executives from foreign firms, including Airbus,

PepsiCo, Procter & Gamble, and Honeywell, as part of

efforts to boost investor confidence. [State Council,

China 2]

Some American CEOs, however, expressed cautious

optimism, with fewer U.S. executives attending this

year’s forum compared to previous years.

Nevertheless, firms like Corning and Amway reiterated

their long-term investment strategies in China,

reflecting a mix of concerns and continued interest in

the market. [Reuters 2]

The engagements between Chinese leadership and

U.S. business executives reflect China’s broader

strategy to mitigate the impact of tariffs and

geopolitical challenges through dialogue and

investment incentives. While skepticism remains

among some foreign firms, China continues to present

itself as an attractive market for multinational

corporations, emphasizing its commitment to

economic openness and stability in U.S.-China

relations.

Debate intensifies over treatment of

Chinese students in U.S.

(yq) The Chinese government has called on the United

States to halt what it describes as "discriminatory and

restrictive measures" against Chinese students,

following inquiries by U.S. lawmakers into Chinese

student populations at several American universities.

China's foreign ministry emphasized that educational

cooperation between the two countries is mutually

beneficial and should not be politicized. It urged the

U.S. to "stop generalizing national security" and ensure

the legitimate rights of Chinese students are protected.

The ministry also highlighted that Chinese students

make up about a quarter of the international student

population in the U.S., contributing to economic and

technological advancements. [SCMP] [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, China]

A newly proposed bill, the Stop CCP VISAs Act, has

sparked strong opposition from Chinese students and

advocacy groups. Introduced by Republican

lawmakers, the bill aims to stop issuing student visas

to Chinese nationals over national security concerns.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hhk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hhk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hhu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hkl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hkr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-hkr/


Critics have compared it to the Chinese Exclusion Act

of 1882, arguing that it unfairly targets students based

on their nationality. Some students interviewed

expressed concerns over their safety and the broader

implications of the bill, with one calling it "blatant

racism and xenophobia."

While the bill is unlikely to pass due to significant

backlash, students fear it contributes to growing

hostility toward Chinese nationals in the U.S. [NBC]

China criticizes U.S. sanctions on Cuba

(yq/dql) China has urged the United States to end its

long-standing blockade and sanctions on Cuba, as well

as remove Havana from the list of "state sponsors of

terrorism," condemning Washington’s recent visa

restrictions on the Caribbean nation. The Chinese

foreign ministry reiterated Beijing’s opposition to what

it called coercive diplomacy, emphasizing that such

measures further strain U.S.-Cuba relations.

The United States announced an expansion of visa

restrictions on February 25, citing concerns over Cuba’s

overseas medical programs, which it alleged involved

"forced labor" benefiting the Cuban government at the

expense of its own citizens. In response, Beijing

rejected these allegations, arguing that the claim of

“forced labor” has become a “hegemonic tool for the

U.S. to suppress other countries,” citing Cuba’s more

than six-decade long dispatch of over 600,000 medical

professionals to over 60 countries, delivering essential

healthcare services to over 230 million people,

performing more than 17 million surgeries, and saving

more than 12 million lives. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs,

China]

China strongly condemned the U.S. measures as a

continuation and escalation of its six-decade-long

blockade, calling on Washington to take concrete steps

toward improving bilateral relations with Cuba, to

abandon its sanctions-driven approach and contribute

meaningfully to the development of Caribbean nations.

[Xinhua News Agency] [Anadolu Ajansi]

Cuba receives Chinese solar plants

Meanwhile, Cuba has received its first shipment of

Chinese solar power equipment, marking a step

toward reducing its reliance on imported fossil fuels.

With China’s support, Cuba plans to construct seven

photovoltaic power plants, projected to save 18,000

tons of fuel annually. A full delivery of equipment is

expected in the first half of the year.
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Currently, Cuba depends on oil for electricity, with less

than 5 percent of its energy from renewables. The

government aims to increase this share to 24 percent

by 2030 to alleviate severe power shortages. Recent

blackouts, including a grid collapse in Havana, have

disrupted public services, while rolling outages outside

the capital have lasted up to 20 hours daily. [South

China Morning Post]

Cuba is also seeking Chinese assistance for food and

medicine, but growing US-China tensions may strain

their ties. US Secretary of State Marco Rubio is

expected to push back against Beijing’s expanding

influence in Latin America. [Newsweek] [East Asia

Forum]

China executes for Canadian nationals

(dql) Canada has confirmed that four of its dual

citizens were executed in China earlier this year on

drug-related charges. Their identities have been

withheld, Foreign Minister Mélanie Joly said.

Joly stated that she and other officials, including

former Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, had sought to

prevent the executions. Canada’s foreign ministry

reiterated its opposition to the death penalty and had

repeatedly called for clemency. [BBC]

Amnesty International Canada condemned the

executions as “shocking and inhumane,” expressing

concern for other Canadians facing similar sentences

in China. [Amnesty International Canada]

China’s foreign ministry defended the executions as

lawful, urging Canada to abstain from interfering in

China’s judiciary sovereignty. [Ministry of Foreign

Affairs, China]

China, which does not recognize dual citizenship,

maintains a strict stance on drug crimes, though

executions of foreign nationals remain rare.

Canada’s relations with China have worsened since

2018, following the arrest of Huawei executive Meng

Wanzhou in Vancouver at the request of the U.S. and

China’s subsequent detention of Canadians Michael

Spavor and Michael Kovrig, widely condemned as

hostage diplomacy. Both were released in 2021 after

Meng returned to China (see AiR No. 39,

September/2021, 4).

Tensions have since escalated over human rights

concerns and allegations of Chinese interference in
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Canadian elections. Joly has labeled China an

“increasingly disruptive global power,” warning

businesses of associated risks. In response to concerns

over Chinese imports, Canada imposed 100 percent

tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles last October. Earlier

this month, Beijing retaliated with 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 (see AiR No. 11, March/2025,3).

[The New York Times]

China’s release of Mintz group staff

signals bid to reassure foreign investors

(yq) China has released five employees of the U.S.-

based due diligence firm Mintz Group, nearly two years

after their detention in Beijing. The move comes as

China seeks to mend its relationship with foreign

investors amid declining foreign direct investment and

concerns over regulatory crackdowns.

The detained employees, all Chinese nationals, were

arrested in March 2023 in a broader crackdown on

foreign consultancy and due diligence firms. Following

their detention, Chinese authorities fined Mintz Group

USD 1.5 million for conducting “foreign-related

statistical investigations” without approval.

The timing of the release coincides with the conclusion

of the China Development Forum (see article in this

edition), a high-profile annual event attended by global

business leaders such as Apple’s Tim Cook and Pfizer’s

Albert Bourla. At the forum, Chinese Premier Li Qiang

reaffirmed China’s commitment to market openness

and called for global economic cooperation,

emphasizing that foreign enterprises should resist the

rising tide of protectionism.

Mintz Group specializes in corporate due diligence,

background checks, and fraud investigations,

operating with more than 280 investigators across 12

offices in 11 countries. The firm had previously been

involved in research on potential forced labor in

China’s Xinjiang supply chains, an issue that has been a

flashpoint in U.S.-China relations.

The crackdown on firms like Mintz had deepened

concerns among foreign investors about China’s

regulatory environment, contributing to a sharp 27.1

percent drop in foreign direct investment in 2024—the

steepest decline since the 2008 financial crisis. To

counteract these concerns, Chinese officials have

ramped up engagement with global CEOs, seeking to

reassure them about China’s economic prospects.
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As trade tensions between China and the U.S.

continue, with expectations of further tariffs on

Chinese goods from the Trump administration next

month, Beijing appears eager to prevent further capital

outflows. The release of the Mintz employees signals

an effort to stabilize foreign business sentiment at a

time when China is actively seeking to restore investor

confidence. [Al Jazeera] [Reuters]

Canada warns of possible election

meddling by China amid strained

relations

(yq) The Canadian Security Intelligence Service (CSIS)

has warned that China (and India) are likely to attempt

interference in the country’s upcoming general election

on April 28, with Russia and Pakistan also having the

potential to do so. The intelligence agency highlighted

the increasing use of artificial intelligence by hostile

state actors to manipulate democratic processes. The

statement comes at a time when relations between

Ottawa and both Beijing and New Delhi are particularly

strained, with both nations previously denying similar

allegations of interference.

CSIS deputy director Vanessa Lloyd stated that while it

is often difficult to establish a direct link between

foreign interference and election outcomes, such

activities risk eroding public trust in Canada’s

democratic institutions. Lloyd specifically pointed to

China’s high likelihood of deploying AI-powered tools

to disrupt the election, while also asserting that India

has both the intent and capability to interfere in

Canadian communities and democratic processes.

Adding to the geopolitical complexity, Canada’s general

election was triggered by newly appointed Prime

Minister Mark Carney, who called for a snap poll to

secure a strong mandate amid growing challenges,

including tensions with the U.S. under President

Donald Trump. [Reuters] [India Today]

China and France strengthen strategic

ties amid Ukraine crisis and trade

tensions

(yq) China and France reaffirmed their commitment to

multilateralism and closer strategic coordination

during a phone call between Chinese Foreign Minister

Wang Yi and Emmanuel Bonne, diplomatic adviser to

French President Emmanuel Macron. Wang
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emphasized China’s willingness to maintain high-level

exchanges, support the United Nations' role, and

ensure global supply chain stability. He urged both

nations to oppose unipolar hegemony and promote

fair international trade. Bonne echoed France’s

dedication to fostering cooperation and resisting

geopolitical divisions.

China stressing that all stakeholders should be

involved in peace negotiations. Wang reiterated

Beijing’s support for a ceasefire and a fair, lasting

resolution that respects the interests of all parties

rather than being dictated by external forces. Bonne

acknowledged France’s desire to collaborate with

China in facilitating a sustainable peace process,

recognizing Beijing’s influence in diplomatic efforts.

Both sides agreed to resolve disputes through

consultation, avoiding protectionist policies that could

harm global commerce. Recent EU-China trade

frictions, including tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles

and China’s retaliatory measures on European goods,

have added strain to bilateral relations. Wang called

for open dialogue to mitigate these tensions, while

Bonne reaffirmed France’s opposition to trade wars.

During the call, Wang criticized the dominance of

unilateral power structures, implicitly referencing the

United States. He underscored China’s commitment to

fostering a global order that prioritizes collective

interests over individual national agendas. Bonne

assured China that France would continue working

towards global stability and resisting confrontational

bloc politics.  [South China Morning Post] [Xinhua News

Agency 1]

On the war in Ukraine, Wang reiterated China’s

support for a fair, lasting, and binding peace

agreement in Ukraine, emphasizing the need for an

inclusive negotiation process involving all relevant

stakeholders. [Xinhua News Agency 2]

China has also taken note of the recent phone call

between Russian President Vladimir Putin and former

U.S. President Donald Trump, where they discussed a

potential ceasefire and in response to which Chinese

foreign ministry stated that it welcomed all efforts

aimed at halting hostilities. [Global Times] [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, China]

However, the proposed ceasefire remains complex, as

Putin agreed to limit Russian attacks on Ukrainian

energy assets but refused to agree to a broader 30-day

ceasefire, as the United States sought. He also

demanded that the U.S. and other countries stop

transferring weapons and intelligence to Ukraine—a
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demand that Kyiv’s European allies have previously

rejected.

Despite discussions between the U.S. and Russia,

renewed attacks from both Russian and Ukrainian

forces suggest that an immediate peace remains

elusive. [BBC]

China, Russia pledge to deepen security

cooperation

(dql) Chinese State Councillor and Minister of Public

Security Wang Xiaohong met with Russia’s Federal

Security Service Director Alexander Bortnikov in Beijing

on March 21 for talks on strengthening bilateral

security cooperation. [Xinhua]

Wang reaffirmed China’s commitment to implementing

key security agreements and called for expanded

engagement between law enforcement and security

agencies. He emphasized deeper cooperation in

counterterrorism, transnational crime, and

cybersecurity to enhance the China-Russia

comprehensive strategic partnership.

Bortnikov reiterated Russia’s support for China and its

commitment to joint efforts in addressing security

challenges. [Dimsum Daily]

China-Serbia economic ties strengthen

with new trade and investment deals

(yq) A high-level Chinese business delegation has

concluded a three-day visit to Serbia, solidifying

multiple cooperation agreements in cross-border e-

commerce, agricultural trade, and information

technology. The visit, from March 19 to March 21,

highlighted growing economic ties between the two

nations.

Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić met with the

delegation, led by Ren Hongbin, president of the China

Council for the Promotion of International Trade

(CCPIT). Ren also engaged with Serbian government

officials, business associations, and Expo institutions

while attending the China-Serbia Economic and Trade

Cooperation Forum.

During the forum, Ren emphasized China’s

commitment to expanding trade and investment,

reinforcing existing partnerships, and fostering

innovation in various sectors. He also reaffirmed
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China’s support for Serbia’s preparations to host the

2027 Belgrade Specialized Expo, inviting Serbian

enterprises to participate in the upcoming China

International Supply Chain Expo.

Serbian representatives acknowledged China’s role as

a stabilizing force amid global economic uncertainties

and expressed their readiness to deepen economic

cooperation for shared growth. The strengthened

partnership reflects both countries’ ambitions to

enhance economic resilience and foster long-term

prosperity. [Global Times] [China Council for the

Promotion of International Trade]

China condemns Israeli strikes on Gaza,

calls for ceasefire and humanitarian

access

(yq) China has strongly condemned Israel’s renewed

airstrikes on Gaza, urging an immediate and

permanent ceasefire while denouncing the worsening

humanitarian crisis. Speaking at a UN Security Council

briefing, China’s envoy to the UN, Fu Cong, expressed

grave concern over the escalation, emphasizing that

military action is not a viable solution to the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict and warning that the current crisis

signals a broader deterioration of international order,

with violations of international law leading to chaos.

Fu criticized Israel’s use of force, stating that the stark

contrast between 15 months of conflict and the recent

42-day ceasefire proves that violence only exacerbates

the crisis and endangers hostages. He called on Israel

to halt military operations and cease collective

punishment against Gazan civilians. Fu also

condemned the weaponization of humanitarian aid,

pointing out that no supplies had entered Gaza for 17

consecutive days, leaving residents in dire conditions

with water shortages and power outages. [Global

Times] [Xinhua News Agency] [Permanent Mission of

China to the UN]

China also reaffirmed its commitment to the two-state

solution, emphasizing that Gaza and the West Bank,

including East Jerusalem, are integral to a Palestinian

state. Fu expressed support for reconstruction efforts

led by Egypt and other Arab states, advocating for

Palestinian self-governance in rebuilding their

homeland. [AP News]

This comes shortly after U.S. President Donald Trump

told reporters during a March 12 meeting with visiting

Irish leader Michel Martin that “[n]obody is expelling

any Palestinians.” This contradicted his earlier
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proposal, which called for the relocation of Gaza’s

residents and a U.S.-led transformation of the territory

into a luxury development. Trump insisted that

Palestinians must leave and would not be allowed to

return. His plan was firmly rejected by Arab nations,

including Egypt and Jordan, which he had suggested

would take in the displaced population. [CBS News]

China’s Foreign Ministry reiterated its stance, stressing

that China is closely monitoring the conflict and urging

all parties to prevent further escalation and calling for

the effective and continuous implementation of the

January ceasefire agreement to avert a worsening

humanitarian disaster. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs,

China]

Former Swedish Prime Minister highlights

strengthened India-Sweden ties, urges

progress on EU trade talks

(hjn) Former Swedish Prime Minister Carl Bildt has

emphasized the deepening bilateral relationship

between India and Sweden, particularly in areas such

as technology, clean energy, trade, and digital

innovation. He expressed optimism about the potential

for both countries to collaborate further, leveraging

their complementary strengths in sustainable and

high-tech sectors.

Speaking about broader trade dynamics, Bildt

highlighted the importance of the ongoing India-

European Union (EU) trade discussions. He voiced

hope that negotiations will accelerate, noting that the

EU remains a critical partner in India’s trade ambitions.

According to Bildt, India and the EU are well-positioned

to finalize agreements that could significantly enhance

economic cooperation. [ANI News]

India-Egypt trade targeted to triple to USD

12 billion by 2028

(hjn) India and Egypt have set a target to increase

bilateral trade to USD 12 billion by 2028, up from USD

4.2 billion in 2024. The goal was reaffirmed during a

ministerial meeting between Egypt’s Minister of

Investment and Foreign Trade, Hassan El-Khatib, and

India’s Commerce and Industry Minister, Piyush Goyal.

India is currently Egypt’s sixth-largest trading partner.

Both countries aim to strengthen economic ties, with

discussions highlighting growing potential in key
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sectors such as renewable energy, pharmaceuticals,

and chemicals. [Arab News]

Indian tech executive held in Qatar for

over two months

(rt) An Indian national, Amit Gupta, a senior executive

at Tech Mahindra, has been in Qatari custody for over

two months in connection with an ongoing

investigation. The charges against him have not been

made public.

Gupta, based in Doha since 2013, was detained in early

January 2025. His family in Vadodara claims he has

been falsely accused of data theft. Tech Mahindra

confirmed it is providing support to his family and

working with authorities in both countries. Gupta’s

mother also alleged that he was initially held for 48

hours without food or water and is currently allowed

one phone call per week.

This is the second high-profile case involving the

detention of Indian nationals in Qatar since 2022,

when eight former Indian Navy officers were arrested.

Though sentenced to death in 2023, they were

released in 2024 following sentence commutations,

with seven having returned to India. [The Indian

Express] [Times of India] [News18]

India in talks with South Africa to

establish direct flight connectivity

(hjn) India and South Africa are in discussions to

establish direct flight connectivity to strengthen

bilateral relations and boost tourism. In 2024, South

Africa received 75,541 tourists from India, with 3.1

percent from Chennai.

To support travel, South Africa is enhancing visa

processes through a new Electronic Travel

Authorisation (ETA) system and the Trusted Tour

Operator Scheme. These steps aim to make the

country more accessible and appealing to Indian

tourists. [The Economics Times]

China and Nepal deepen partnerships in

tourism and construction
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(hgk/lm) Nepal and China have strengthened bilateral

ties through new initiatives in both tourism and

infrastructure, signaling broader cooperation across

key economic sectors.

In the tourism sector, the Nepal Tourism Board (NTB)

launched a “Sales Mission” and Business-to-Business

(B2B) program between Chengdu and Pokhara,

coinciding with the inauguration of the first chartered

commercial flight linking the two cities. The flights are

expected to operate more frequently going forward,

with Pokhara becoming an increasingly popular

destination for Chinese tourists and Chengdu

attracting more visitors from Nepal. [Rising Nepal

Daily] [Khabarhub]

In a parallel development in infrastructure, the

Federation of Contractors’ Association of Nepal and

the China International Contractors Association signed

a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on March 21

to enhance cooperation in the construction sector. The

MoU sets a framework for collaboration on skill

development, joint participation in forums, and

investment promotion between contractors in both

countries. It also includes provisions for construction-

related training for Nepali workers and knowledge

exchange on labor markets and project opportunities.

[The Kathmandu Post]

India denies support for Nepal’s royalist

movement as bilateral ties focus on trade,

border issues

(hgk/lm) India has officially denied supporting pro-

monarchy and pro-Hindu movements in Nepal, amid

rising speculation about New Delhi’s role in the recent

resurgence of royalist sentiment. Indian External

Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar conveyed this message

directly to Nepali Foreign Minister Arzu Rana Deuba

during a bilateral meeting on the sidelines of the 10th

Raisina Dialogue in New Delhi.

Jaishankar stated that neither the Indian government

nor its ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has any

involvement in backing royalist efforts, rejecting claims

circulating in both Nepali and Indian media. This marks

the first public clarification from a senior Indian official

on the matter.

To reinforce the message, Jaishankar reportedly

instructed Indian Ambassador Naveen Srivastava to

deliver the same assurance to Nepali leaders, including

Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli and Nepali Congress

President Sher Bahadur Deuba.
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Foreign Minister Deuba, addressing reporters upon

her return to Kathmandu, echoed Jaishankar’s position,

describing the claims of Indian interference as

baseless. She reaffirmed India’s continued support for

Nepal’s democratic system and emphasized that

bilateral relations remain strong despite Prime

Minister Oli not having visited India for the past eight

months. [The Kathmandu Post 1] [The Kathmandu Post

2]

The bilateral dialogue also focused on expanding

cooperation in economic and strategic areas. Deuba

and Jaishankar discussed the removal of trade barriers

resulting from India’s Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS)

regulations, which have hindered Nepali exports.

Jaishankar reportedly assured that the restrictions

would be gradually eased. The talks also covered joint

hydropower development, energy trade, and further

progress on the Pancheshwar Multipurpose Project.

Additionally, both ministers reaffirmed the importance

of ongoing high-level engagement under India’s

“Neighborhood First” policy. Deuba indicated that

preparations are underway for a future visit to India by

Prime Minister Oli, signaling a continued emphasis on

strengthening diplomatic and economic ties. [The

Kathmandu Post 3]

Meanwhile, Prime Minister Oli informed Parliament

that Nepal is in regular communication with India

regarding the long-stalled report of the Eminent

Persons’ Group (EPG), a bilateral panel formed in 2016

to review the entire scope of Nepal-India relations.

Nepal is ready to receive the report, but India has yet

to formally accept it, citing procedural issues. The

report is expected to address longstanding concerns,

including the 1950 Peace and Friendship Treaty, which

Nepal views as outdated and unequal.

Oli also reaffirmed Nepal’s commitment to resolving

the ongoing border dispute over the Kalapani,

Lipulekh, and Limpiyadhura regions through

diplomatic means. These territories, claimed by both

Nepal and India, were incorporated into Nepal’s

national map through a constitutional amendment in

2020, and remain a sensitive point in bilateral

relations. [The Kathmandu Post 4]

Indian Prime Minister Modi to visit Sri

Lanka to finalize bilateral energy and

infrastructure deals

(lm) Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi is scheduled

to visit Sri Lanka on April 5, 2025, to finalize key
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bilateral energy and infrastructure agreements

discussed during Sri Lankan President Anura Kumara

Dissanayake’s visit to India in 2024. This visit is

expected to strengthen strategic ties between the two

nations, particularly in the energy sector.

A highlight of Modi's visit will be the launch of the

Sampur Power Plant construction in Trincomalee, a

major port district in eastern Sri Lanka. Originally

planned as a coal-based project, the plant has been

restructured into a solar power initiative. This project,

a joint venture between India’s National Thermal

Power Corporation (NTPC) and the Ceylon Electricity

Board, will include the development of 50 and 70

megawatt solar power facilities. This milestone marks a

significant shift in Sri Lanka's energy strategy, as both

countries aim to enhance cooperation in renewable

energy. [The Indian Express]

However, Modi's visit comes amid tensions

surrounding the Adani Group's involvement in Sri

Lanka's energy sector. The Indian multinational

conglomerate had proposed a USD 442 million wind

power project in Sri Lanka as part of the country’s

Long-Term Generation Expansion Plan. Adani initially

set a tariff of USD 0.0826 per kWh for the project,

which was expected to save Sri Lanka approximately

USD 80 million annually in electricity generation costs.

However, the project faced complications as Sri Lankan

authorities struggled to accept the terms, primarily due

to the country’s challenging economic climate,

including its low credit rating.

In response to concerns and media reports suggesting

a revision of its pricing, Adani Group firmly denied

offering any reduced tariff, stating that the original

terms remain unchanged. [Daily Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror

2]

While the company remains open to future

development opportunities in Sri Lanka, the stalled

project casts a shadow over Modi's visit, highlighting

the tension between the energy ambitions of both

countries and the economic hurdles facing Sri Lanka.

Indonesia and Vietnam to seal maritime

deal after decade-long negotiations

(th) Indonesia’s parliament is expected to ratify an

exclusive economic zone (EEZ) delimitation agreement

with Vietnam next month, formalizing sea boundaries

after 12 years of negotiations. The agreement aims to

enhance maritime security and tackle illegal fishing in

the North Natuna Sea, along with curbing disputes
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over the resource-rich waters surrounding the North

Natuna Sea in the South China Sea.

President Prabowo Subianto announced the planned

ratification following talks with the Vietnamese

Communist Party General Secretary To Lam in Jakarta.

“We hope that ratification by the Indonesian

parliament will be completed in April after Eid, while

the Vietnamese legislature can also complete the

ratification soon”, Prabowo said. The agreement, first

reached in December 2022, is seen as a step towards

strengthening bilateral ties, which both nations

recently upgraded to a comprehensive strategic

partnership.

The deal comes amid broader regional tensions over

maritime claims. The ratification of the agreement sent

a signal that Jakarta “still does not recognize China’s

nine-dash line”, even if the country has not made any

claims over the disputed waterway, according to

Aristyo Darmawan, a lecturer in international law at

the University of Indonesia.

Prabowo faced heavy criticism after he issued a joint

statement in Beijing with Chinese President Xi Jinping

on November 9, under which both countries

mentioned “overlapping claims” and a “common

understanding on joint development” in those areas.

Critics saw the wording as undermining Jakarta’s long-

standing rejection of China’s nine-dash line claim.

According to Aristyo, “Vietnam was asking whether or

not we will ratify the EEZ agreement after we

recognized the overlapping claims with China in the

joint statement. With the ratification, we make it clear

that we are still committed to the agreement, and the

joint statement will not hamper the ratification of the

EEZ”. He added that he “will not be surprised” if China

were to protest the ratification of the demarcation

lines between Vietnam and Indonesia but believes that

relations between Beijing and Jakarta would remain

firm despite frictions in the North Natuna Sea.

In addition to geopolitical implications, the agreement

is expected to support Indonesia’s enforcement efforts

against illegal fishing, particularly from Vietnamese

vessels. According to Imam Prakoso, a senior analyst

with the Indonesia Ocean Justice Initiative, “The main

issue with Vietnam in the North Natuna Sea is illegal

fishing, which is very destructive. The [Vietnamese

fishers] use trawls, which are prohibited under

Indonesian fisheries law. It is detrimental to Natuna’s

fishers as they have been under pressure from

Vietnamese fishing vessels that are always close to the

fishing ground”.



Imam said that legal boundaries stipulated in the EEZ

agreement would help Indonesia enforce regulations

in the Natuna waters. “With the clear EEZ boundaries,

we have a strong basis to say that the fishing boats

that enter the water 50 miles to 100 miles (80

kilometers to 160 kilometers) from our outermost

islands are doing illegal fishing. Actions could be taken,

and they could be arrested,” he said.

Vietnam’s legislature is also expected to approve the

agreement in the coming months.  [SCMP]

Indonesia intensifies clean energy, EV

cooperation with South Korea

(th) Indonesia is strengthening its partnership with

South Korea’s LG Chem in clean energy and electric

vehicles (EVs) to meet its goal of cutting greenhouse

gas emissions by 31.89 percent by 2030.

Hartarto and LG Chem Vice President Dong Choon Kim

acknowledged the challenges of slowing global EV

demand but highlighted Indonesia’s potential in the

sector, in a meeting in Jakarta on March 21, 2025. Kim

emphasized LG Chem’s contributions to the global EV

supply chain, including its joint venture with LG Energy

Solution and Hyundai to build an EV battery plant in

Karawang, West Java. The first phase, with a 10

gigawatt-hours (GWh) capacity, was completed in 2024,

while the second, with 20 GWh, is underway.

Beyond EVs, LG Chem proposed a collaboration on

biodegradable plastics, which Indonesia welcomed.

Hartarto reaffirmed the government’s commitment to

clean energy investment, citing a plan to process palm

oil into sustainable aviation fuel as a key initiative.

[Antara News]

Indonesian, Australian foreign ministers

agree to optimize strategic partnership

(th) Indonesian Foreign Minister Sugiono and

Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong reaffirmed

their commitment to deepening bilateral cooperation

under the Indonesia-Australia Comprehensive

Strategic Partnership during a meeting in Sydney on

March 20. The talks followed a series of high-level

trade delegations between the two countries.

The ministers agreed to enhance collaboration in

priority sectors, including trade and investment, critical

minerals, and electric vehicle battery supply chains,
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according to Sugiono. Other areas of cooperation

discussed included agriculture, food security,

education, defense, and security.

Sugiono described the meeting as a reflection of

strong bilateral ties based on shared values, respect

for national sovereignty, and a commitment to

promoting peace in the Indo-Pacific region and

globally. Wong emphasized the mutual trust and

strong relations with Indonesia, provide a foundation

for economic cooperation, adding that deeper

engagement with Indonesia aligns with Australia’s

efforts to diversify trade in the region.

Both sides agreed to update the Indonesia-Australia

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Action Plan

(2025-2029) ahead of an upcoming leader’s summit.

Discussions also underscored Indonesia’s economic

growth as an opportunity for Australian investors, as

well as increasing Indonesian business engagement in

Australia.[Antara News] [Minister for Foreign Affairs,

Australia]

Japanese opposition lawmakers visit

China

(dql) A delegation of Japan’s main opposition

Constitutional Democratic Party (CDP) visited China

and met with Li Shulei, head of the Chinese

Communist Party's Publicity Department, in Beijing on

March 20. The visit follows a memorandum of

understanding signed last August between the CDP

and the Chinese Communist Party to enhance

cooperation and communication.

During the talks, Li emphasized the need for strategic

and mutually beneficial ties through peaceful

coexistence and cooperation between the two

countries. CDP executive advisor Katsuya Okada

affirmed the importance of increasing high-level

exchanges between Japanese and Chinese politicians.

[Xinhua] [The Japan Times]

The delegation also called on China to end its ban on

seafood imports from Japan imposed in August 2023

over Tokyo’s decision to dispatch treated radioactive

wastewater from Fukushima into the ocean (see AiR

No. 35, August/2023, 5). The dispatch is ongoing.

Despite this issue and the detention of Japanese

nationals on espionage charges, Sino-Japanese

relations have shown signs of improvement. Tokyo and

Beijing agreed last September to gradually resume

seafood imports, with China participating in
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monitoring activities. Okada urged Beijing to provide

explanations for court rulings involving detained

Japanese nationals. [Kyodo News]

Japan express concerns over activities of

Chinese vessels near disputed East China

Sea islands  

(dql) Japanese Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwaya has

warned of a clear escalation in Chinese vessel activity

near the Senkaku Islands, expressing concern over the

prolonged presence of Chinese ships in Japan-

controlled but China-claimed waters in the East China

Sea.

Two Chinese Coast Guard vessels remained within

Japan’s territorial waters for over 92 hours, departing

late Monday night. This marked the longest such

incursion since Japan placed the Senkakus under state

control in 2012, surpassing the previous record of 80.5

hours.

An opposition lawmaker criticized the timing of the

intrusion, calling it "extremely inappropriate" given the

ongoing diplomatic engagement, referring to the

trilateral meeting in Tokyo between Iwaya and his

Chinese and South Korean counterparts Wang Yi and

Cho Tae Yul (see article in this edition).

Iwaya acknowledged the meeting took place in a

“conciliatory and friendly atmosphere” but called the

incident "regrettable," vowing to address the issue with

a firm yet measured approach. [Kyodo News]

Japan to provide aid for subsea cable

project to Micronesia

(adi) Japan has pledged JPY 380 million (USD 2.5

million) in grant aid to support the installation of a

submarine fiber-optic cable connecting Micronesia.

The agreement, signed on March 19, is part of Japan’s

broader initiative to promote sustainable development

and strengthen digital infrastructure in Pacific Island

nations. The cable will connect Micronesia’s main

island, Pohnpei, to Chuuk State, improving internet

access and communication capacity in the region.

[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan 1] [Mainichi

Shimbun]
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Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba and his

Micronesian counterpart Wesley Simina, who attended

the signing ceremony, agreed during their talks to

work together to realize a "free and open Indo-Pacific"

and to tackle climate change through substantial

contributions to the Pacific Resilience Facility (PRF).

The PRF is designed as a Pacific-owned and -led

funding mechanism to support disaster preparedness,

climate resilience, and infrastructure adaptation in the

region. The facility has been developed with strong

backing from Pacific Island leaders, and they have

been advocating for international donor support,

including from Australia, New Zealand, the United

States, and other development partners. The PRF aims

to provide predictable and accessible financing to help

Pacific nations invest in small-scale, high-impact

resilience projects.

In addition to the PRF, Ishiba and Simina discussed

other initiatives including the development of disaster

resilience through infrastructure projects, like the

construction of wharves and the provisioning of

resources such as fishery research vessels for

sustainable fishing practices. The two leaders also

reaffirmed their commitment to advance people-to-

people exchanges. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan 2]

[The Pinnacle Gazette]

Laos secures clean energy agreement

with Chinese company

(tas) Laos has signed a USD 1.45 billion deal with China

Western Power Industrial and a Singapore-based firm

to develop 1,800-megawatt clean energy project in

southern part of Laos. The deal, signed with Xekong

Thermal Power Plant, includes design, supply, and

construction, with completion expected by 2030. It is

expected that the project will enhance the country’s

renewable energy capacity.

Additionally, the Chinese firm signed a USD 228.8

million power transmission agreement with the same

Laotian company. [Reuters]

Malaysia to tighten Nvidia chip

regulations amid US pressure

(ga) Malaysia plans to tighten semiconductor

regulations following US concerns over the potential

illicit flow of Nvidia chips to China. Malaysian Trade
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Minister Zafrul Aziz stated that Washington has

requested Malaysia to monitor shipments of high-end

Nvidia chips, fearing they may violate US export

controls. A task force has been formed with Malaysian

Digital Minister Gobind Singh Deo to enhance

oversight in Malaysia’s data center sector, which

heavily relies on Nvidia chips.

The US has imposed export restrictions on advanced

semiconductors to limit China’s AI and military

technology development. Concerns have grown after

Singapore charged three individuals in a USD 390

million fraud case involving the alleged resale of Nvidia

chips to China via Malaysia. Singapore has sought

assistance from the US and Malaysia in tracking server

movements.

Malaysia has emerged as a major hub for data center

investments, attracting over USD 25 billion in the past

18 months. Zafrul acknowledged the complexity of

tracking semiconductor shipments across supply

chains and noted that US authorities are also

pressuring their own companies to ensure compliance.

He emphasized that enforcement remains challenging

despite efforts to strengthen monitoring mechanisms.

[Financial Times]

Malaysia acquires Turkish-made

multipurpose mission ship

(ga) Malaysia has acquired a multipurpose mission ship

(MPMS) from Türkiye for USD 68.8 million to enhance

maritime security under the Malaysian Maritime

Enforcement Agency (MMEA). The Letter of Acceptance

was signed by the Malaysian Home Ministry Secretary-

General Awang Alik and Desan Shipyard Board

Chairman Cenk Ismail Kaptanoglu at Desan Shipyard,

Türkiye.

The 99-meter-long vessel is equipped with advanced

technology, allowing 30 days of continuous operation

with a capacity of 70 crew and 30 passengers. It

features four fast interceptor boats, two unmanned

aerial drones, a helicopter landing deck, medical

facilities, and a detention center.

The agreement was part of official exchanges

witnessed by Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim and

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan during

Erdogan’s visit to Malaysia on February 11. MMEA

Director-General Admiral Maritime Mohd Rosli stated

that the ship will significantly improve Malaysia’s ability

to safeguard its waters. Awang Alik highlighted the

acquisition as a strategic move to enhance maritime
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enforcement and strengthen defense ties between

Malaysia and Türkiye. [Bernama]

Mongolia, India hold fifth consultative

meeting to strengthen strategic

partnership

(fs) The fifth consultative meeting between the Foreign

Ministries of Mongolia and India took place in New

Delhi on March 19, chaired by Munkhtushig

Lkhaanaajav, State Secretary of Mongolia's Foreign

Ministry, and Shri Jaideep Mazumdar, Secretary for

East Asian Affairs of India’s Ministry of External Affairs.

Discussions covered political, trade, economic, mining,

IT, education, and cultural cooperation, as well as

regional and international matters. The meeting also

addressed preparations for the 70th anniversary of

diplomatic relations in 2025.

Both sides acknowledged progress in joint projects and

reaffirmed their commitment to completing Mongolia’s

first oil refinery (see Asia in Review No. 6,

February/2025, 2). Additionally, they emphasized

ongoing collaboration within the United Nations and

other international organizations.

Mongolia reiterated the importance of deepening its

strategic partnership with India, which it considers a

key regional ally and a third neighbor. [Akipress]

In Mongolia's foreign policy, "third neighbor" refers to

countries that Mongolia seeks to develop strong

diplomatic, economic, and cultural ties with, beyond its

immediate neighbors China and Russia. This strategy

aims to diversify Mongolia's international relations and

reduce its dependence on any single country,

especially given its landlocked position between two

major powers.

Mongolia, Uzbekistan discuss

strengthening bilateral ties

(fs) Mongolian Minister of Foreign Affairs Battsetseg

Batmunkh met with Uzbekistan's non-resident

Ambassador to Mongolia, Farkhod Arziyev, to discuss

bilateral relations on March 19.

Batmunkh highlighted the steady development of

cooperation between the two countries over the past
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30 years and expressed confidence in further

strengthening political dialogue.

Arziyev reiterated Uzbekistan’s commitment to

enhancing high-level dialogue in 2025 and expanding

cooperation in trade, economy, culture, education, and

tourism. [Akipress]

Mongolia, South Korea to enhance

cooperation on industrial policy

development

(fs) Head of the Standing Committee on

Industrialization Policy of Mongolia’s Parliament

Ganbaatar Sainkhuu met with Senior Advisor Han

Hoon of the Korea Development Institute (KDI), a

government agency, and researchers from South

Korea’s Knowledge Sharing Program (KSP) on March

20.

KDI, in collaboration with Mongolia’s Ministry of

Industry and Mineral Resources, is conducting a

research project to develop a policy framework for

Mongolia’s heavy industry, set for completion in

September 2025. This follows a 2022–2023 study on

industrial and technology parks, which contributed to

Mongolia’s 2024 Regional Development Concept.

Sainkhuu expressed gratitude for South Korea’s

support and emphasized the need for expertise in

industrial management, technology, and market

expansion. He also highlighted interest in South

Korea’s digital procurement system.

Hoon reaffirmed KDI’s commitment to strengthening

Mongolia-South Korea cooperation and enhancing the

effectiveness of joint projects in the industrial sector.

[Montsame]

Mongolia, Russia discuss cooperation on

gas pipeline and energy projects

(fs) Russian official Sergey Tsivilev and Mongolia’s

Special Envoy Zandaakhuu Enkhbold met to discuss

bilateral cooperation in the oil, natural gas, coal, and

electricity sectors in Moscow on March 21.

The talks focused on the Soyuz Vostok gas pipeline

project, which is planned to pass through Mongolia as

an extension of Russia’s Power of Siberia-2 pipeline.
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Following discussions between Russian President

Vladimir Putin and Mongolian President Ukhnaagiin

Khurelsukh in September 2024 (see AiR No. 37,

September/2024, 2), Russia confirmed its interest in

transporting natural gas through Mongolia and

exploring fuel supply options for Mongolian

consumers.

Both sides also discussed expanding cooperation in

the electricity sector, including joint projects to restore

Mongolia’s thermal power plants. They also addressed

the implementation of Russian industrial standards in

future energy projects. [Sonin] [NewsBase]

Mongolia, UK discuss digital governance

and bilateral cooperation

(fs) Chairman of the State Great Khural of Mongolia,

the country’s parliament, Amarbayasgalan Dashzegve

paid an official visit to the United Kingdom from March

18 to 23.

He met with Rupert Hay-Campbell and Elizabeth Axe

from the UK Parliamentary Digital Service on March 19

to discuss e-governance, digitalization of public

services, and information security. He also held talks

with Chairman of the British Group of the Inter-

Parliamentary Union Fabian Hamilton to discuss

cooperation between the legislative bodies of both

countries.

During the meetings, Amarbayasgalan outlined

Mongolia’s parliamentary goals, including the Three

Perfections policy, aimed at strengthening governance,

legal reforms, economic development, trade, and

investment promotion. [Montsame]

Mongolia, Italy hold fourth political

consultative meeting

(fs) The fourth political consultative meeting between

the Foreign Affairs Ministries of Mongolia and Italy was

held in Ulaanbaatar on March 21.

The meeting was chaired by Mongolia’s State Secretary

for Foreign Affairs Munkhtushig Lkhanaajav, and Italy’s

Undersecretary of State for Foreign Affairs and

International Cooperation Maria Tripodi.

Both sides exchanged views on their respective

political, social, and economic developments, as well as

government policies and priorities. They also explored
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ways to mark the 55th anniversary of diplomatic

relations between Mongolia and Italy with concrete

initiatives and outcomes.

Additionally, the two countries reaffirmed their

commitment to strengthening cooperation within the

United Nations and other international organizations.

[Akipress]

Later that day, Tripodi met Mongolia’s Minister of

Foreign Affairs Battsetseg Batmunkh at the fourth

meeting of the Mongolian-Italian Intergovernmental

Mixed Commission for Economic and Technical

Cooperation.

Both sides explored opportunities for further

collaboration in trade, economy, infrastructure,

agriculture, technology, culture, education, and

tourism. [Montsame]

The meeting also highlighted the significance of the

Intergovernmental Agreement on Air Services, signed

in January, which aims to establish a legal framework

for direct flights, enhance economic relations, and

expand bilateral cooperation (see Asia in Review No. 4,

January/2025, 4).

NUG urges Malaysia to stop junta's

violence

(hw) Myanmar's parallel government, the National

Unity Government (NUG), has urged Malaysia to take

action against the military junta’s ongoing violence

against the people of Myanmar. The NUG’s statement

emphasizes that, as the current ASEAN chair, Malaysia

must uphold its commitments to human rights and

regional stability.

The statement further argues that the time has come

for decisive action to restore justice and peace for

every citizen of Myanmar. It asserts that ASEAN has an

opportunity to implement policies that better align

with the interests of the Myanmar people, going

beyond the framework of the Five-Point Consensus.

Airstrikes in Sagaing Region, Mandalay Region, Magway

Region, and northern Shan State, which have targeted

civilians and religious buildings, continue unabated,

while the junta remains in violation of international

conventions on human rights and children's rights. The

statement concludes by stressing the urgent need for

international assistance to protect the people of

Myanmar and uphold basic humanitarian principles.

[Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]
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Plans of two new Russia-sponsored

nuclear reactors in Myanmar unveiled

(hw) Alexey Likhachev, General Director of Russia's

State Atomic Energy Corporation, Rosatom, announced

that two Russia-sponsored nuclear reactors will be

constructed near Naypyidaw, Myanmar’s capital. Two

RITM-200 small reactors, each with a capacity of 110

MW, will be built, with plans to expand their combined

capacity to 330 MW.

Likhachev stated that he has no concerns about the

distance between Myanmar and Russia and expressed

confidence that the goal of building reactors in

Myanmar is achievable, citing Rosatom's experience

with reactor construction in Africa and South America.

The agreement for the construction of the reactors

was finalized during Myanmar’s leader Min Aung

Hlaing’s recent visit to Russia. Among the treaties

signed was an agreement between Myanmar and

Rosatom regarding the peaceful use of atomic energy.

[DVB, in Burmese]

Coalition urges India to release detained

Myanmar refugees

(anl) On March 20, a coalition of 196 organizations

along the India-Myanmar border submitted a formal

petition to the Indian central government, urging the

immediate release of detained Myanmar refugees in

Manipur and Assam. The refugees, fleeing conflict in

Myanmar and seeking asylum under the UNHCR in

New Delhi, are being held without proper

documentation.

The petition states that 147 individuals, including

pregnant women, children, and the elderly with

chronic illnesses, are detained under harsh conditions,

with inadequate medical care. The recent death of U

Aung Myint, 57, in Imphal Prison, highlights the

deteriorating situation.

Salai Dokhar, head of India for Myanmar and the

leading organization behind the petition, confirmed

that the open letter was sent to the Ministry of Foreign

Affairs, the Ministry of Home Affairs, and the Prime

Minister’s Office. He warned that if no response is

received, the organizations will escalate the issue to

the international community.
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The petition calls for the release of detainees through

diplomatic channels but threatens to involve other

entities, including the Human Rights Commission of

India, if no progress is made. It also demands justice

for the families of the deceased and warns of potential

harm to long-term Indo-Myanmar relations and India’s

reputation as a leading democracy. [Mizzima]

Japan concerned over Myanmar junta's

attempt to hold general election

(hw) Japanese Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwaya

expressed concerns on March 21 regarding Myanmar's

junta's plan to hold a general election in January 2026,

according to the human rights monitoring group

Human Rights Watch. The Japanese government is

particularly concerned about the junta's intention to

proceed with the election without releasing political

prisoners, including Aung San Suu Kyi, and without

engaging in dialogue about the current situation.

Given that a significant portion of the country is not

under the military’s control, the credibility of the

election is in question. In October 2024, during the

national census, the junta was only able to conduct it

in 145 out of 330 townships.

In addition to Japan, Malaysian Foreign Minister

Mohamad Hassan has also argued that the junta

should not prioritize holding the general election. The

Japanese government has also urged other countries

to condemn the election and refrain from providing

technical assistance to it. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar junta-registered parties set for

study trip to China

(anl) Several political parties registered under

Myanmar's military junta’s Union Election Commission

(UEC) are scheduled to visit China this week for a study

trip. The delegation includes representatives from the

People’s Party, Shan Nationalities Democratic Party

(White Tiger Party), and the National Democratic Force

(NDF). The trip, reportedly organized by the Chinese

government, will focus on China’s poverty reduction

strategies.

Sai Aik Pao, chairman of the White Tiger Party,

confirmed that China invited the parties to learn from

its success in poverty alleviation. Kyaw Kyaw Htwe,

Secretary-1 of the People’s Party, added that the trip
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provides a learning opportunity, where delegates will

observe and inquire about China’s poverty reduction

methods. This visit follows a similar trip in July 2024,

organized by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP),

which included the People’s Party, Union Solidarity and

Development Party (USDP), Arakan Front Party (AFP),

and White Tiger Party. That trip focused on rural

development and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

The visit comes amid ongoing political upheaval in

Myanmar, where over 50 political parties have

registered with the UEC since the 2021 military coup,

while 40 parties, including the National League for

Democracy (NLD), were dissolved for failing to register.

The political instability casts a complex shadow over

the growing relationship between these registered

parties and China. [Mizzima]

Myanmar junta ready to accept two

Myanmar nationals deported by U.S. 

(hw) Myanmar’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced

on March 21 that the country is prepared to accept two

Myanmar nationals who were expelled and deported

by the United States government.

The foreign ministry’s announcement further stated

that it is common for countries to expel foreigners who

compromise their national interests, commit crimes, or

enter their territories illegally. It also noted that it is a

standard practice for the U.S. government to take

similar measures against such individuals. The ministry

added that it is cooperating with relevant authorities to

process and accept the Myanmar nationals deported

by the U.S. [Eleven Media, in Burmese]

Myanmar junta leader discusses with

Russian ambassador project

implementation

(hw) Myanmar junta leader, Senior-General Min Aung

Hlaing, met with the Russian ambassador to Myanmar

in Naypyidaw on March 20 to discuss the practical

aspects of Russia-sponsored projects in Myanmar. The

two countries had agreed to cooperate on a range of

projects, from education to energy, during Min Aung

Hlaing’s trip to Russia in early March.

State media reported that Min Aung Hlaing and the

Russian ambassador discussed the remaining details

of the cooperative agenda that were left unresolved
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during Min Aung Hlaing’s visit to Russia. The

discussions included plans to enhance cooperation in

areas such as defense and humanitarian assistance.

It is speculated that Min Aung Hlaing will attend the

82nd Victory Parade in Moscow on May 9, following an

invitation from Russian President Vladimir Putin.

During his visit, Min Aung Hlaing and Putin agreed on

the construction of nuclear reactors in Myanmar, and

Min Aung Hlaing also committed to exporting

ammunition to Russia for use in the conflict in Ukraine.

[BBC News, in Burmese]

Myanmar Border Guard Force denies

knowledge of women in scam industry

being raped

(hw) The Myanmar Border Guard Force has stated that

they have not received any reports of twelve Ethiopian

women being victims of rape. Thai news agency The

Nation reported that these women were subjected to

sexual assault while being exploited by a scam

operation in Shwe Kukko.

The women were later transferred to Thailand, with

some of them reportedly pregnant. The women were

among 320 Ethiopian nationals transferred to

Thailand. The organization has requested assistance

from the Tak Provincial Governor and the National

Human Rights Commission of Thailand. [BBC News, in

Burmese]

US allows select work under MCC Nepal

Compact to resume

(lm) The United States government has allowed select

activities under the Millennium Challenge Corporation

(MCC) Nepal Compact to resume amid the ongoing

review of foreign assistance. The resumed work

includes critical procurements and necessary

operational activities, according to MCA-Nepal.

However, the resumed activities do not indicate any

specific outcome of the review process.

MCA-Nepal has emphasized its commitment to

transparency and stated that it continues to closely

coordinate with the Millennium Challenge Corporation

and the government of Nepal to ensure compliance

with the ongoing review. The resumption of certain

activities follows a 90-day freeze imposed by an

executive order of former President Donald Trump on
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January 20, which had previously led to a halt in

payments related to activities funded under the Nepal

Compact.

Signed by Nepal on September 15, 2017, and ratified

by Parliament in February 2022, the MCC Nepal

Compact includes a USD 500 million allocation for

projects such as a 315-km, 400kV transmission line and

road upgrades, with the Nepal government

contributing an additional NPR 197 million (USD 1.44

million). [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal seeks US support for release of

Nepali citizen held by Hamas

(lm) Nepal’s Foreign Minister Arzu Rana Deuba

requested U.S. assistance for the release of Bipin Joshi,

a Nepali national abducted by Hamas during the

October 2023 attack on Israel. The appeal was made

on March 18 during a meeting with a senior U.S. official

at the Raisina Dialogue in New Delhi.

Deuba emphasized Nepal’s ongoing diplomatic efforts

and reiterated that support had also been sought from

Israel, Qatar, Egypt, and others. She expressed hope

that the United States would help secure Joshi’s

release. Joshi was among several foreign nationals

kidnapped during the Hamas-led attack, which killed

over 1,000 people, including 10 Nepali citizens. [The

Kathmandu Post]

Nepal and Moldova explore cooperation

on climate, education, and trade

(lm) Moldovan Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign

Minister Mihai Popsoi met with Nepal’s Prime Minister

KP Sharma Oli on March 20 during an official visit to

Kathmandu. The leaders discussed strengthening

bilateral ties, with a focus on climate change,

education, cultural exchange, and expanding trade

relations.

Prime Minister Oli also extended an invitation for

Moldova to participate in Nepal’s flagship dialogue

platform, the Sagarmatha Sambad, scheduled for May

16–18 in Kathmandu. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal urges Ukraine to release Nepali

nationals held as prisoners of war
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(lm) Nepal’s Foreign Minister Arzu Rana Deuba met her

Ukrainian counterpart Andriy Sibiga in New Delhi on

March 18 and requested the release of seven Nepali

citizens held by Ukraine as prisoners of war. The

individuals were reportedly recruited into the Russian

military under false pretenses and later captured by

Ukrainian forces.

Deuba emphasized that Nepal does not authorize its

citizens to join foreign armed forces and called for

their swift release. Ukraine responded by assuring that

legal procedures would be followed.

Nepal also sought Ukraine’s backing for its bid to join

the UN Human Rights Council for the 2027–2029 term.

Additionally, both countries signed an agreement

granting visa-free entry for holders of diplomatic and

official passports. [The Kathmandu Post]

North Korean nationals found adrift in

South Korea waters under investigation

(mm) Two North Korean men found adrift on a

wooden boat in the West Sea earlier this month are

currently being investigated by South Korean

authorities. The vessel was detected on March 7

approximately 170 kilometers west of Eocheongdo,

North Jeolla Province. Military assessments suggest the

boat likely malfunctioned and accidentally crossed the

Northern Limit Line (NLL), the de facto maritime

boundary between the Koreas.

The men, whose identities remain undisclosed, are in

South Korean custody and undergoing a joint

investigation by relevant authorities. They have not

explicitly stated an intention to defect. With inter-

Korean communication lines severed, Seoul is

considering ways to contact Pyongyang should the

men seek repatriation.

This incident recalls a similar case in 2019 when the

Moon Jae-in administration repatriated North Koreans

who had accidentally crossed into South Korean

waters. At that time, communication was facilitated

through the now-destroyed inter-Korean liaison office

in Kaesong, which Pyongyang demolished in 2020 amid

worsening relations. [The Korea Herald]

North Korea test missile ahead of visit of

Russian security chief
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(dql/kp) North Korea test-fired the country's latest anti-

aircraft missile system on March 20, following South

Korea’s annual joint military exercise with the U.S. (see

article in this edition), which Pyongyang condemned as

a “rehearsal for war.”

Analysts suggest North Korea may have received

Russian assistance in developing the system, given

deepening security ties between the two nations.

Experts believe Pyongyang could also be testing

weapons for potential export to Russia for use in

Ukraine. [Al Jazeera]

A day later, Russian Security Council Secretary Sergei

Shoigu arrived in Pyongyang for meeting with North

Korean leader Kim Jong-un and other officials. [KCNA]

Kim reaffirmed North Korea’s strong support for

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, expressing unwavering

support for Russia in defending its sovereignty,

territorial integrity, and security. Shoigu, for his part,

conveyed a message from President Vladimir Putin,

thanking Kim for North Korea’s solidarity on key

geopolitical issues, particularly Ukraine. Both leaders

emphasized their commitment to upholding the

mutual defense treaty signed last year (see AiR No. 26,

June/2024, 4), pledging assistance if either country

faces aggression. [DW]

Meanwhile, hundreds of Russian soldiers have

reportedly received medical treatment in North Korean

facilities amid Russia’s ongoing war in Ukraine,

according to remarks by Russian Deputy Foreign

Minister Andrey Rudenko. Speaking at an event

commemorating a 76-year-old cooperation treaty

between the two countries, Rudenko described the

treatment as an example of their close relationship.

Rudenko also noted that he had recently visited

Pyongyang for talks on bilateral and regional matters

(see AiR No. 11, March/2025, 3), expressing gratitude

for North Korea’s support for Russia’s military actions

in Ukraine. [Yonhap News Agency]

North Korean apples appear on Russian

supermarket shelves, raising sanction

concerns

(mm) North Korean apples have been spotted in

supermarkets in Russia’s Far East, raising concerns

over potential violations of United Nations Security

Council (UNSC) sanctions.
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A Russian media outlet reported that a major

supermarket chain was selling "Korea Red Apples" for

RUB 169 (USD 2). Labels confirm their origin as North

Korea, despite a 2017 UNSC resolution prohibiting the

export of North Korean agricultural products.

South Korean officials have warned that the sale

violates international sanctions, emphasizing Russia's

obligation to comply. This development signals

growing economic cooperation between Moscow and

Pyongyang following the mutual security pact signed

between the two countries in 2024. [Korea JoongAng

Daily]

Trump's aid freeze puts North Korean

human rights groups at risk

(mm) U.S President Donald Trump's effort to

freeze foreign aid has jeopardized North

Korean human rights organizations,

prompting calls from advocates for

alternative funding sources.

In January, the U.S. Treasury temporarily froze funding

of the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), a

critical financial lifeline for many NGO's working on

North Korean human rights issues. While partial

funding from NED resumed, the sudden budget freeze

has left North Korean human rights groups deeply

concerned.

Advocates are calling on the South Korean government

to increase their budget for North Korean human

rights groups which continues to fall short of the U.S.

level of assistance. For 2025 the Unification Ministry

has allocated KRW 2.9 million (USD 2 million) – less

than half of the U.S.'s annual USD 5 million

contribution.

As Trump continues cutting funding - including support

for media organizations documenting North Korean

human rights abuses - activists are increasingly

alarmed about the future of advocacy efforts in the

region. [The Korea Times]

China and Pakistan pledge to deepen

cultural and civilizational exchange

(lm) China and Pakistan have reaffirmed their

commitment to promoting mutual understanding and
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cultural exchange between Chinese and Islamic

civilizations. Speaking at the inauguration of the

Esthetic Bridges exhibition at the Silk Road Culture

Center in Islamabad on March 24, Chinese

Ambassador Jiang Zaidong emphasized China’s desire

to foster “mutual learning” and artistic collaboration

with Pakistan.

The Esthetic Bridges initiative is designed to strengthen

artistic dialogue and cultural ties between the two

countries. Jiang highlighted the project as part of

President Xi Jinping’s broader Global Civilization

Initiative, which encourages engagement between

different cultures worldwide. The ambassador

underscored that appreciating and sharing the beauty

of both Chinese and Islamic civilizations would help

deepen mutual respect and international solidarity.

Pakistan, which was the first Islamic country to

recognize the People’s Republic of China in 1951,

continues to be a close partner of Beijing. This

longstanding relationship has been reinforced through

major investments under the China-Pakistan Economic

Corridor (CPEC), launched in 2013, which has provided

substantial support to Pakistan’s infrastructure and

energy sectors amid economic difficulties. Jiang

described the bilateral partnership as an “ironclad

friendship” that has grown stronger over generations

and will remain resilient in the years to come. [Arab

News]

New Chinese cargo flights to Pakistan

expected to boost trade revenue

(lm) Pakistan’s Airports Authority (PAA) has welcomed

the formal launch of air cargo operations by SF Cargo,

a subsidiary of one of China’s largest logistics firms,

viewing it as a key step toward revenue generation and

trade expansion. The new route links Urumqi, the

capital of China’s Xinjiang region, to Islamabad and

initially operates twice a week, with plans to increase

to four weekly flights.

The initiative aligns with broader efforts by China and

Pakistan to deepen economic cooperation beyond

large-scale projects like the China-Pakistan Economic

Corridor (CPEC), with increased emphasis on private

sector-led ventures. [Arab News]

Hong Kong’s Hutchison Ports discusses

‘swift execution’ of USD 1 billion
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investment in Pakistan’s ports

(sn) Hutchison Ports has announced its intention to

swiftly execute its proposed USD 1 billion investment

into modernizing Pakistan’s ports. The announcement

was made following a discussion between the

Managing Director of Hutchison Ports, Andy Tsoi, and

Pakistan’s maritime affairs minister, Muhammad Junair

Anwar Chaudhry.

The statement follows Hutchison Ports’ original

decision to invest in February 2025. At that time,

Pakistani representatives presented a business plan to

upgrade existing Hutchison Ports terminals, increase

operational efficiency, automation, and logistics

connectivity. The plan also included provisions for

advanced port equipment, improved road connectivity

and the electrification of operations.

The parties also expressed concerns relating to the

challenges of expediting approvals and ensuring that a

“smooth implementation” of plans was made to limit

disruptions. The news is a positive sign for Pakistan’s

maritime sector, which continues to seek international

partnerships amid a national push to bolster foreign

investment and strengthen the economy. [Arab News]

US Congressman introduces bill to

sanction Pakistan's army chief

(lm) US Congressman Joe Wilson has introduced the

"Pakistan Democracy Act" with the aim of sanctioning

Pakistan's Army Chief General Asim Munir for allegedly

undermining democracy and persecuting political

opponents, including former Prime Minister Imran

Khan.

The bill comes amid heightened political tensions in

Pakistan, especially following violent protests triggered

by Khan’s arrest in May 2023, when PTI supporters

attacked military buildings. While the government has

accused PTI of inciting the protests, the party claims

that its supporters were targeted by the military.

Wilson, a vocal advocate for Khan’s release, introduced

the bill in response to claims that Pakistan's military

has been involved in the wrongful imprisonment of

political leaders and interfering in political affairs.

Khan, who has been jailed since 2023 on multiple

charges including corruption and treason, maintains

that these accusations are politically motivated and

that the military orchestrated his ouster through a no-

confidence vote in 2022. Despite these claims, the

Pakistani military has denied any involvement in
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politics, stating that it does not interfere with political

affairs. The bill, introduced under the Global Magnitsky

Human Rights Accountability Act, targets Munir for his

role in the persecution of political opponents. If

passed, it could impose travel bans and deny visas to

those found responsible for undermining democracy

in Pakistan.

The Pakistan Democracy Act also grants the US

president the authority to lift sanctions if military rule

ends and civilian-led democracy is restored, and if all

wrongfully detained political prisoners are released.

[Arab News]

Pakistan and United Kingdom discuss

enhancing security cooperation, joint

‘terrorism’ strategy

(sn) Pakistan and the United Kingdom (UK) discussed

ways to enhance their security cooperation and

potentially implement a joint strategy against

“terrorism.” The discussion occurred during a meeting

between British High Commissioner Jane Marriott and

Pakistan’s advisor to the prime minister, Rana

Sanaullah. 

Discussions come amid surging militancy in Pakistan,

with both parties agreeing to reinforce intelligence

sharing to secure regional peace and stability. The

strengthening of economic, trade, and people-to-

people ties was also discussed as both nations looked

to strengthen their long-standing relationship through

unexplored avenues. [Arab News]

Denmark and Pakistan strengthen

bilateral ties at UN meeting

(afk) Syed Tariq Fatemi, Pakistan's Special Assistant to

the Prime Minister, met with Danish Foreign Minister

Lars Løkke Rasmussen at the UN headquarters to

reaffirm bilateral and multilateral cooperation. The

meeting took place as Denmark chaired over the UN

Security Council's debate on peacekeeping operations.

Both parties expressed pleasure with the developing

trade and investment links and discussed measures to

boost economic cooperation. Fatemi emphasized

Denmark's position as a valued partner, as well as the

Danish firms' desire to grow their presence in Pakistan.

The leaders also agreed that their shared status on the
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UN Security Council provided an opportunity for closer

collaboration on security issues.

Rasmussen stressed Denmark's commitment to

strengthening economic ties, notably in energy and

shipping, and offered expertise to help Pakistan

prosper. Fatemi asked Denmark's foreign minister to

visit Pakistan to strengthen diplomatic and commercial

ties. [Associated Press of Pakistan]

Pakistan’s special envoy visits

Afghanistan to ease tensions amid border,

militancy, and refugee challenges

(afk/sn/mra) Pakistan’s Special Representative for

Afghanistan, Muhammad Sadiq Khan, concluded a

three-day visit to Kabul on March 23 as part of efforts

to defuse escalating tensions between the two

countries over cross-border militancy, deportations,

and trade disruptions. During his visit, Sadiq met with

Afghanistan’s Acting Foreign Minister, Mawlawi Amir

Khan Muttaqi, with both sides reaffirming their

commitment to resolving key bilateral issues through

ongoing diplomatic engagement.

Talks focused on improving coordination in security,

trade, and refugee management. Tensions have been

heightened by Pakistan’s claims that the Taliban-led

interim government is sheltering anti-Pakistan militant

groups, including the Baloch Liberation Army (BLA).

The group was linked to a recent deadly train attack in

Balochistan, during which Pakistani officials alleged the

attackers remained in contact with handlers based in

Afghanistan. In a separate incident during Sadiq’s visit,

Pakistan’s military announced that it had killed 16

militants attempting to cross into North Waziristan

from Afghan territory.

Sadiq stressed that “peace and progress in

Afghanistan” are essential for regional stability and

reiterated Pakistan’s commitment to a “strong and

mutually beneficial” partnership with Kabul. The two

parties agreed to hold more joint meetings and

delegate exchanges to address unresolved matters,

particularly in trade and transit.

A central point of discussion was the reopening of the

Torkham border, which had been closed for 27 days

due to disputes over construction activities. It is now

operational under a temporary arrangement until April

15. Afghan authorities emphasized that border trade

should not be politicized, while Pakistan pledged to

facilitate smoother cross-border movement.
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The issue of Afghan refugees in Pakistan was also

prominent. Over 3.1 million Afghans currently reside in

the country, including both registered refugees and

undocumented individuals. Since November 2023,

Pakistan has deported more than 800,000 Afghans as

part of a nationwide campaign. The government has

set a March 31 deadline for Afghan Citizen Card

holders to leave voluntarily or face deportation, while

those with Proof of Registration cards may remain until

June 30. Afghan officials urged for a dignified and

phased repatriation process, and Ambassador Sadiq

committed to supporting travel arrangements and visa

assistance. [DAWN] [Arab News 1] [Arab News 2]

Prior to the diplomatic engagements, on March 19, the

Torkham border, vital for bilateral trade but which had

been closed since February 21 due to a dispute over

the reconstruction of a security post, was reopened.

The reopening followed a ceasefire agreement and

permits the resumption of trade and cross-border

travel until April 15 under a temporary arrangement.

Both sides agreed to suspend construction at the

disputed site and seek a permanent resolution. [DAWN

2] [DAWN 3] [The Express Tribune]

While diplomatic channels are active, the security

situation along the border remains volatile. On March

24, Pakistan’s military reported that it had intercepted

and killed 16 TTP militants attempting to cross the

border at Ghulam Khan in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

province. Officials reiterated calls for Kabul to prevent

the use of Afghan territory by armed groups staging

attacks inside Pakistan. [Al Jazeera] [Arab News 3]

Pakistan’s Prime Minister concludes four-

day visit to Saudi Arabia

(lm) Pakistan’s Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif

concluded a significant visit to Saudi Arabia on March

22, returning to Islamabad after high-level meetings

with Saudi leadership aimed at enhancing bilateral

relations and cooperation in various sectors. The prime

minister was accompanied by senior officials including

Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar,

and Army Chief Gen. Asim Munir.

During his visit, Sharif met with Saudi Crown Prince

Mohammed bin Salman, reaffirming the strong and

historic ties between the two countries. The leaders

discussed strategies to deepen economic ties,

strengthen partnerships in defense, trade, energy, and

security, and explore new avenues for mutual growth.

They also emphasized the need for greater cultural

exchanges and people-to-people ties.
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The discussions also covered regional stability,

geopolitical challenges, and security cooperation, with

both leaders agreeing to continue working closely to

promote peace and prosperity in the region.

In addition to his meetings with the Crown Prince,

Sharif held talks with Saudi Investment Minister Khalid

Al-Falih and the Head of the Joint Task Force for

Economic Engagement, focusing on attracting more

Saudi investment to Pakistan and strengthening

economic collaboration. Sharif’s visit highlighted the

ongoing commitment to further advancing Pakistan-

Saudi relations, particularly in the fields of trade and

defense. [Arab News] [Turkiye Today] [Business

Recorder]

Pakistan and South Africa agree to

deepen defence cooperation

(mra) Pakistan and South Africa have agreed to expand

their defense cooperation following the second

Pakistan-South Africa Joint Defense Committee (JDC)

meeting held in Islamabad from March 17 to 19. The

talks focused on joint ventures, technology transfer,

capacity building, and training exchanges.

Delegations led by Pakistan’s defense secretary

Muhammad Ali and South Africa’s acting defense

secretary Thobekile Gamede discussed enhancing

collaboration in cyber and space technologies, artificial

intelligence, research and development, and defense

industrial cooperation. Pakistan proposed joint

innovation initiatives and deeper industry engagement,

while South Africa expressed interest in defense

training programs and niche technology sharing.

[DAWN]

Azerbaijan urges joint ventures with

Pakistan to deepen strategic partnership

(lm) Azerbaijan President Ilham Aliyev has called for

enhanced joint ventures with Pakistan in defense,

energy, logistics, and transport to expand bilateral

strategic cooperation. The appeal came in a letter to

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif on the occasion of

Pakistan’s Republic Day and follows Sharif’s February

visit to Baku, during which both nations agreed to

finalize investment deals worth USD 2 billion in April.

During Sharif’s trip, Pakistan and Azerbaijan signed

multiple agreements spanning trade, energy, tourism,
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education, and other sectors. The two countries have

already taken significant steps to strengthen defense

ties, with Baku reportedly purchasing JF-17 Block III

fighter jets from Pakistan in 2023 under a USD 1.6

billion deal.

Aliyev emphasized the importance of expanding

cooperation in sectors such as transport, logistics,

investment, and the defense industry, stressing that

successful joint ventures will help solidify the strategic

partnership. A joint committee formed during Aliyev’s

earlier visit to Pakistan is tasked with advancing

collaboration in information technology,

telecommunication, mineral resources, and other

areas.

Amid economic hardship and an ongoing USD 7 billion

International Monetary Fund bailout, Pakistan is

actively courting foreign investment. It established the

Special Investment Facilitation Council (SIFC) in 2023 to

fast-track strategic investment deals with international

partners like Azerbaijan. [Arab News]

Philippines and Japan sign USD 1.3 billion

in loan agreements for key infrastructure

projects

(lm) The governments of the Philippines and Japan,

through the Japan International Cooperation Agency

(JICA), have signed loan agreements worth over JPY 171

billion (USD 1.3 billion) for five major development

projects. The agreements were finalized during the

15th High-Level Joint Committee Meeting on

Infrastructure Development and Economic

Cooperation, held in Manila. The initiatives aim to

enhance climate resilience, mitigate flood risks,

improve transportation efficiency, and expand

healthcare access, contributing to the Philippines'

sustainable development goals (SDGs).

Japan remains one of the top contributors to the

Philippines’ official development assistance (ODA),

reflecting the strong bilateral relationship between the

two nations. [Inquirer.net]

Philippines and UK strengthen trade ties

through inaugural Joint Economic and

Trade Committee

(cm) The United Kingdom and the Philippines have

launched the inaugural Joint Economic and Trade
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Committee (JETCO), signaling an effort to strengthen

bilateral economic ties. The first JETCO meeting, held

on March 17, in London, was led by UK Minister for

Trade Policy and Economic Security, Douglas

Alexander, and Philippine Department of Trade and

Industry (DTI) Undersecretary Allan Gepty. The

committee aims to enhance trade across key sectors,

including infrastructure, renewable energy, agriculture,

and technology, with a focus on increasing UK exports

to the Philippines, one of Asia’s fastest-growing

economies.

This new collaboration follows the lifting of the

Philippines’ import ban on UK beef and poultry

products, a move expected to boost UK meat exports

by approximately GBP 80 million over five years.

During the talks, both countries expressed their

commitment to increasing investments, particularly in

the renewable energy sector, where the UK is already a

leading investor. In 2024, the UK was the largest single

investor in the Philippines, driven by investments in

renewable energy, which have been further supported

by the Philippines’ removal of foreign equity

restrictions in the sector in 2022.

The JETCO discussions also resulted in the

endorsement of an 18-month plan for deeper

cooperation, with several programs focused on

business, regulatory reforms, and enhancing market

access for both countries. These initiatives include the

implementation of the Developing Countries Trading

Scheme (DCTS), which offers tariff-free access for

Philippine exporters to 92 percent of UK products, and

the establishment of a government-to-government

financing framework, potentially granting the

Philippines access to up to £5 billion from UK Export

Finance to support sustainable infrastructure projects.

Additionally, the Philippines and the UK are working

together to improve agricultural cooperation, including

expanding market access for agri-food exports and

enhancing animal disease detection and antimicrobial

resistance. Both countries have emphasized the

importance of regulatory and policy engagement to

foster long-term trade growth. As part of their ongoing

efforts, the UK and the Philippines are also enhancing

collaboration in sectors such as artificial intelligence

and precision breeding.

These developments are part of the UK’s broader

strategy to increase its presence in Southeast Asia

post-Brexit, as it seeks to diversify its trade

relationships beyond the European Union, with a

particular focus on the Philippines as a strategic

partner in the region. [GOV.UK] [Manila Bulletin]
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Seychelles and France strengthen legal

ties with extradition agreement

(db) On March 20, Seychelles and France signed an

extradition agreement aimed at strengthening bilateral

legal cooperation and streamlining the prosecution of

transnational crimes. The agreement was signed by

Seychellois Minister for Foreign Affairs and Tourism

Sylvestre Radegonde and French Ambassador Olivia

Berkeley-Christmann. [Foreign Affairs Department,

Republic of Seychelles]

Seychelles and Brazil discuss pending

bilateral agreements and diplomatic

cooperation

(db) On March 20, Brazilian Ambassador Gustavo

Martins Nogueira met with Seychellois Minister of

Foreign Affairs and Tourism Sylvestre Radegonde at

Maison Quéau de Quinssy to advance diplomatic

relations and finalize outstanding bilateral agreements.

Talks focused on pending agreements, particularly a

proposed Technical Cooperation Agreement designed

to facilitate the exchange of specialized expertise

between Brazil and Seychelles in various sectors.

Ambassador Nogueira also thanked Seychelles for

lifting its ban on Brazilian poultry imports in January

2025, following assurances about the containment of a

poultry disease outbreak in Rio Grande do Sul, which

had prompted restrictions in July 2024.

Minister Radegonde pledged to accelerate the

conclusion of outstanding agreements and reiterated

Seychelles’ commitment to deepening bilateral ties.

The meeting concluded with Brazil’s invitation for a

Seychellois delegation to attend COP30, set to take

place in Belém, Brazil, in November 2025. [Foreign

Affairs Department, Republic of Seychelles]

Singapore’s Prime Minister Wong to visit

Vietnam

(lm) Singapore’s Prime Minister Lawrence Wong will

embark on a two-day visit to Hanoi, Vietnam, from

March 25 to 26, at the invitation of his Vietnamese

counterpart, Pham Minh Chinh. This visit follows the

strengthening of bilateral ties between the two

countries, marked by a recent pledge to deepen
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cooperation in areas such as the digital economy,

cross-border electricity trade, and sustainable

infrastructure.

During his visit, Prime Minister Wong, who also serves

as Singapore's Finance Minister, will participate in a

welcome ceremony at the Presidential Palace and an

official dinner hosted by Prime Minister Chinh. The two

leaders are expected to witness the signing of several

agreements aimed at further enhancing collaboration

in strategic areas, including defense, security, and

humanitarian aid.

The visit builds on the recent elevation of bilateral ties

between Singapore and Vietnam to a Comprehensive

Strategic Partnership, as announced on March 12

during a visit by the Communist Party of Vietnam's

general secretary. The partnership reflects both

countries' shared commitment to cooperation in

emerging areas and strengthens existing ties in

defense and disaster relief.

Prime Minister Wong will be accompanied by several

senior government officials, including Foreign Minister

Vivian Balakrishnan, Minister for Manpower and

Second Minister for Trade and Industry Tan See Leng,

and Minister of State for Health and Digital

Development Rahayu Mahzam. [The Straits Times]

Belgium welcomes Singapore’s President

(rt) On March 24, Singapore’s President Tharman

Shanmugaratnam and his spouse were warmly

received by Belgium’s King Philippe and Queen

Mathilde at the Royal Palace in Brussels, marking the

first state visit by a Singaporean leader since bilateral

relations were established nearly 59 years ago.

The ceremony included a military guard of honour, a

wreath-laying at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier,

and a meeting with Belgian Prime Minister Bart De

Wever. Both leaders reaffirmed their longstanding ties

and discussed strengthening cooperation in areas such

as maritime, innovation, and sustainability.

The President also met with Belgian Federal Parliament

officials, emphasizing the importance of

multilateralism in addressing global issues. The visit

will feature engagements at the Port of Antwerp-

Bruges, the Universite Catholique De Louvain, and

discussions with Belgian business leaders. The Belgian

royal couple concluded the first day with a state

banquet.
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Additionally, on March 23, President Tharman hosted a

reception for overseas Singaporeans in Brussels,

where he interacted with the Singaporean community

living in Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands,

further deepening connections with Singaporeans

abroad.

The President’s three-day visit to Belgium will also be

followed by a two-day state visit to neighboring

Luxembourg. [The Straits Times]

Singapore raises over USD 150,000 to

provide full-ride scholarships for

Palestinian students

(rt) Singapore has raised SGD 200,000 (USD 150,000)

under the Palestinian Scholarship Initiative, half of its

SGD 400,000 (USD 300,000) goal. The initiative aims to

fund full-ride scholarships for two Palestinian students

to pursue tertiary education in Singapore, covering

tuition, accommodation, and living expenses. This

grassroots effort complements Singapore’s broader

humanitarian support for Gaza and institutional aid to

the Palestinian Authority under the Enhanced

Technical Assistance Package (ETAP), focusing on

capacity building in governance and reconstruction.

Prime Minister Lawrence Wong welcomed such

ground-up initiatives, stating that they align with the

Government’s commitment to long-term Palestinian

development. The initiative is co-chaired by former

Nominated MP Anthea Ong and former Cabinet

Minister Yaacob Ibrahim, with public donations

managed by Singapore-based crowdfunding platform

Ray of Hope.

Since the escalation of the Israel-Hamas conflict in

October 2023, Singapore has contributed over SGD 19

million (USD 15 million) in humanitarian aid to Gaza. In

February, the Republic of Singapore Air Force delivered

the seventh tranche of humanitarian aid to Gaza.

Mercy Relief, Singapore’s disaster relief NGO, has also

deployed personnel to the West Bank to assess needs

and monitor projects. [The Straits Times 1] [The Straits

Times 2] [Channel NewsAsia]

South Korea and China seek to restore

cultural exchanges and improving

bilateral relations
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(fn) South Korea and China have agreed to restore

cultural exchanges, raising hopes that Beijing will lift its

restrictions on Korean entertainment and other

content. The agreement was reached during bilateral

talks between South Korean Foreign Minister Cho Tae-

yul and Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi in Tokyo. The

talks preceded the trilateral meeting with Japanese

Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwaya (see article in this

edition).

The discussions aimed to strengthen bilateral ties

despite ongoing security differences. Both ministers

emphasized that renewed cultural exchanges would

enhance mutual understanding and foster practical

cooperation. While Beijing has never officially

acknowledged restrictions on South Korean cultural

content, South Korea believes they were imposed after

its 2016 deployment of the U.S. Terminal High Altitude

Area Defense (THAAD) system.

Cho also addressed South Korea’s maritime rights in

the Yellow Sea, referencing a recent standoff over a

Chinese-built steel structure in disputed waters. Wang

responded by calling for continued dialogue and

mutual respect for maritime rights.

Regarding a potential visit by Chinese President Xi

Jinping, the ministers agreed to cooperate in making it

a "turning point" in bilateral relations. Xi is expected to

attend the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)

summit in Gyeongju later this year. Cho expressed

hope that the visit would advance mutually beneficial

projects.

Additionally, the two sides committed to deepening

economic cooperation, including accelerating

negotiations on a free trade agreement in the service

and investment sectors. Cho also urged China to play a

constructive role in addressing North Korea’s

provocations and denuclearization. [Yonhap News

Agency]

South Korea, Japan pledge to further

improving ties

(dql) South Korean Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul met

with Japanese Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwaya in Tokyo

on March 22, agreeing to sustain diplomatic exchanges

and maintain positive momentum in bilateral relations.

Their meeting followed a trilateral session with Chinese

Foreign Minister Wang Yi (see article in this edition).

This marks their second meeting in a month, following

talks in Germany and Iwaya’s visit to Seoul two months

earlier.
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Both ministers stressed the need for candid

communication to ensure stable management of

bilateral issues. They reaffirmed their commitment to

North Korea’s complete denuclearization and

emphasized the need for cooperation amid global

uncertainties. They also agreed to strengthen trilateral

coordination with the United States.

Cho expressed hope for deeper engagement with

Japan, while Iwaya underscored the importance of

bilateral and trilateral ties, particularly in light of

evolving regional dynamics.

Relations between Seoul and Tokyo have improved

since President Yoon Suk Yeol's 2023 decision for

South Korea to compensate forced labor victims

without Japan’s contributions. However, tensions

resurfaced last year when South Korea boycotted a

memorial event for Korean victims of Japan's wartime

forced labor at the UNESCO-listed Sado mines, citing

Japan’s failure to properly honor them. [Yonhap News

Agency]

South Korea, Indonesia reaffirm KF-21

fighter jet commitment

(kp) South Korea’s arms procurement agency

confirmed on March 24 that the country will reaffirm

its commitment with Indonesia to jointly develop the

KF-21 advanced fighter jet. This news follows high-level

defense talk on March 21 in Jakarta between South

Korean Defense Acquisition Program Administration

(DAPA) Minister Seok Jong-gun and Indonesian Deputy

Defense Minister Donny Ermawan Taufanto.

The project, launched in 2015, aims to deliver a next-

generation supersonic fighter by 2026, with the initial

agreement set to have South Korea and Korea

Aerospace Industries (KAI) covering 60 and 20 percent

of the cost, respectively. Indonesia originally pledged

to contribute the remaining 20 percent, or KRW 1.6

trillion (USD 1.08 billion), but has only paid about KRW

380 billion (USD 258 million) to date. [Yonhap News

Agency 1]

To resolve the ongoing delays, South Korea approved a

plan in 2023 to reduce Indonesia’s total contribution to

KRW 600 billion (USD 409 million), with the shortfall to

be covered jointly by the South Korean government

and KAI. Technology transfers and provision of a

prototype jet to Indonesia will now be calculated within

this revised amount. South Korean officials

emphasized the importance of maintaining bilateral

trust and restoring momentum in arms cooperation,
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especially after concerns arose over alleged technology

leaks involving Indonesian engineers.

The recent talks, the first to occur since the completion

of a technology probe, were described by both sides as

a step toward normalizing and expanding bilateral

defense ties. Taufanto praised South Korean defense

equipment, including the KT-1 and T-50 aircraft, while

reaffirming Indonesia’s intent to uphold its contractual

commitments. South Korea sees the KF-21 program as

central to its defense modernization plans, with the

first production batch of 20 jets already underway and

scheduled for delivery in 2026. [Yonhap News Agency

2]

South Korea working hard to reverse U.S.

“sensitive country" label

(mm) South Korea is pushing for removal from the U.S.

Department of Energy (DOE) "sensitive country" list,

over concerns it could restrict South Korean-U.S.

scientific and technological cooperation. Last week

Industry Minister Ahn Duk-geun met with U.S. Energy

Secretary Christ Wright to formally request

reclassification. Wright assured the designation won’t

affect bilateral cooperation with both countries

agreeing to resolve the issue swiftly. Ahn also held

high-level talks with U.S. officials to grant South Korea

"favorable treatment" as the Trump administration

plans to impose new tariffs on April 2. Meanwhile the

South Korean government has prepared a strategy for

the “worst-case scenario” to tackle Trumps tariffs. [The

Korea Herald] [The Korea Times]

Acting U.S. Ambassador to South Korea Joseph Yun has

downplayed South Korea's addition to the sensitive

country list, calling it "no big deal". Yun attributed it to

past incidents of Korean researchers mishandling

classified information at DOE research laboratories. A

2024 congressional report revealed a security breach

where an employee—whose nationality was not

specified—attempted to leave for Korea with export-

controlled nuclear reactor software. Yun insisted the

designation was security driven, not political, and it

won’t impact broader scientific cooperation. [Korea

JoongAng Daily]

The designation, which requires heightened scrutiny

for bilateral collaboration, takes effect on April 15.

While South Korea was placed in the “lowest” category,

it is the first time it has been classified as a sensitive,

raising concerns over future South Korea-U.S. bilateral

relations. The DOE list of countries is typically a

restricted internal document, and it remains unclear
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whether DOE will disclose future classifications of

South Korea. [The Korea Times]

South Korean-U.S. major joint military

exercise completed

(dql) South Korea and the U.S. concluded their annual

Freedom Shield military exercise on March 20,

reinforcing their defense capabilities amid North

Korea's evolving nuclear and missile threats and its

growing military ties with Russia.

The first major joint exercise since U.S. President

Donald Trump returned to office in January, the 11-day

computer-simulated drill involved 19,000 South Korean

troops and included expanded on-field drills to

improve interoperability across land, sea, air, cyber,

and space domains.

For the first time, South Korea's Strategic Command

and Naval Task Fleet Command participated. [U.S.

Indo-Pacific Command 1] [Yonhap News Agency 1]

Freedom Shield is one of two major annual joint

exercises, alongside Ulchi Freedom Shield, which

typically takes place in August.

In a separate development, South Korean and U.S.

Marines completed a three-week combined arms and

infantry exercise aimed at enhancing joint operational

capabilities and combat techniques, South Korea’s

Marine Corps disclosed on March 21. The exercise was

part of the Korea Marine Exercise Program, a regular

initiative to strengthen combined readiness between

the allies. 

Approximately 1,100 troops from South Korea’s 1st

Marine Division and the U.S. 3rd Marine Expeditionary

Force participated in the drills, held from March 3 to

March 22 in Pohang, Pocheon, and Paju. The exercise

involved air and ground assets, including South Korea’s

K808 and K1A2 tanks and MUH-1 Marineon

helicopters, alongside the U.S. CH-53E and AH-1Z

helicopters. [Yonhap News Agency 2]

In addition, the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command announced

that Carrier Strike Group 1, led by the USS Carl Vinson

(CVN-70), conducted a trilateral naval exercise with the

South Korean Navy and the Japan Maritime Self-

Defense Force (JMSDF) from March 17-20.

The multi-domain drill, held in the East China Sea,

included group sails, advanced maritime

communications, maritime interdiction, air combat
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training, and staff exchanges to enhance trilateral

security cooperation. JMSDF destroyer JS Ikazuchi (DD-

107) trained alongside the Carl Vinson CSG, comprising

USS Princeton (CG-59), USS Sterett (DDG-104), and USS

William P. Lawrence (DDG-110), as well as ROKN

destroyers ROKS Sejong the Great (DDG-991) and

ROKS Dae Jo-yeong (DDH-977). The drills featured

search and rescue (SAREX), anti-surface, anti-air, and

anti-submarine exercises. [U.S. Indo-Pacific Command

2]

South Korean conglomerate Hyundai

announces USD 21 billion investment plan

(kp) Hyundai Motor Group has unveiled a plan to invest

USD 21 billion into the United States through 2028,

marking its largest-ever US investment amid

intensifying tariff pressure from President Donald

Trump’s administration. On March 24, Executive Chair

Euisun Chung made the announcement alongside

Trump and Louisiana Governor Jeff Landry in

Washington D.C., outlining plans that span the

automotive, steel, logistics, and future technology

sectors. The investment includes USD 8.6 billion for

automotive manufacturing, USD 6.1 billion for steel

and components, and USD 6.3 billion for advanced

industries and energy.

A key component of the plan is a USD 5.8 billion steel

plant to be built in Louisiana by 2029, expected to

produce 2.7 million metric tons of steel annually and

create 1,300 jobs. The company also confirmed the

opening of an USD 8 billion vehicle production

complex in Georgia, with annual production capacity

targeted at 1.2 million units. Chung noted that these

projects will strengthen Hyundai’s U.S. supply chain

and insulate the company from tariffs by localizing

production. Hyundai also pledged to purchase USD 3

billion in U.S. liquefied natural gas, contributing to both

American energy exports and South Korea’s energy

security.

Meanwhile, President Trump has hailed the

announcement as evidence for the effectiveness of his

tariff policies, stating that companies like Hyundai are

moving operations to the U.S. to avoid import duties.

He emphasized that American-based production

exempts firms from tariffs and positions the country as

a global manufacturing leader. The administration is

expected to roll out a new wave of country-specific

“reciprocal” tariffs, further pressuring trading partners,

including South Korea, to boost U.S.-based investment.

[Reuters]
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Hyundai’s investment also includes a focus on future

mobility sectors such as autonomous driving, robotics,

artificial intelligence, and urban air mobility, led by its

U.S. subsidiaries Boston Dynamics, Supernal, and

Motional. The company hopes that its localization

strategy will not only support its U.S. growth but also

ease tariff risks amid growing trade frictions. South

Korean officials, meanwhile, continue diplomatic

efforts to counter Trump’s tariff claims, noting that

South Korea’s average tariff on U.S. goods remains

below 1 percent under the existing bilateral free trade

agreement. [Yonhap News Agency]

US pledges continued defense support to

Sri Lanka; fourth coast guard cutter to be

delivered in 2026

(db) The United States has reaffirmed its commitment

to strengthening defense cooperation with Sri Lanka,

both through high-level diplomatic engagement and

continued military assistance. During a meeting in

Colombo on March 21, Admiral Samuel J. Paparo,

Commander of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command

(INDOPACOM), assured President Anura Kumara

Dissanayake of the Trump administration’s continued

dedication to the U.S.–Sri Lanka partnership. He also

voiced support for the Dissanayake government’s

political agenda and commended Sri Lanka’s

contributions to peace and security in the Indian

Ocean region. [Daily News]

In parallel, the U.S. Embassy in Colombo confirmed

that a fourth former U.S. Coast Guard cutter will be

delivered to the Sri Lanka Navy in early 2026. The ship

will join three previously transferred cutters, which are

already in service supporting efforts to counter

transnational crime, improve disaster response, and

bolster maritime sovereignty in the Indo-Pacific. This

follows the October 2024 handover of a Beechcraft

King Air maritime patrol aircraft, which has enhanced

Sri Lanka’s ability to monitor maritime threats and

protect critical Indian Ocean trade routes. [Daily

Mirror]

UK imposes sanctions on four Sri Lankan

individuals over human rights violations

(lm) The UK has imposed sanctions on four individuals

for their involvement in serious human rights

violations during Sri Lanka's civil war. These sanctions

target former senior military commanders and a
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former commander of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil

Eelam (LTTE), Vinayagamoorthy Muralitharan, also

known as Karuna Amman, who later led the Karuna

Group, a paramilitary organization operating on behalf

of the Sri Lankan military.

The individuals sanctioned include Shavendra Silva, the

former Head of the Sri Lankan Armed Forces;

Wasantha Karannagoda, the former Navy Commander;

Jagath Jayasuriya, the former Commander of the Sri

Lankan Army; and Vinayagamoorthy Muralitharan

(Karuna Amman), a former LTTE military commander

and leader of the Karuna Group.

The sanctions, which include travel bans and asset

freezes, are a response to extrajudicial killings, torture,

and sexual violence committed during the civil war.

The UK government has reiterated its commitment to

holding those responsible for human rights violations

accountable, emphasizing the need for national unity

and long-term stability in Sri Lanka. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka and Australia to discuss

economic and maritime cooperation

(lm) At the time of writing on March 25, Sri Lanka and

Australia were set to engage in discussions on their

economic and maritime cooperation during the 5th

Round of Senior Officials Talks and the 3rd Strategic

Maritime Dialogue in Canberra from March 25-26.

The discussions will focus on strengthening bilateral,

regional, and multilateral relationships, with a focus on

key areas such as political engagement, economic

partnership, maritime cooperation, defense,

education, tourism, and people-to-people connections.

The consultations will aim to take stock of previous

commitments, including those reaffirmed during the

June 2023 round of talks, which centered on trade,

security, and sports cooperation.

In 2023, trade between Sri Lanka and Australia

amounted to approximately USD 1.6 billion, with

Australian exports largely comprising education

services and agricultural products. Australia's total

investment in Sri Lanka reached USD 115 million, while

Sri Lanka’s investment in Australia totaled USD 83

million, according to DFAT.

Economic cooperation is primarily facilitated by the

Australia-Sri Lanka Trade and Investment Framework

Arrangement (TIFA), which was established in 2017 to

improve market access and investment opportunities.

The agreement was renewed in 2023 and aims to
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strengthen bilateral engagement through the Joint

Trade and Investment Committee (JTC). [Daily Mirror]

Former Japanese defense chief appointed

as security advisor in Taiwan’s Cabinet

(ce) The Executive Yuan, Taiwan’s Cabinet, has

appointed Shigeru Iwasaki, former Chief of the Joint

Staff of Japan's Self-Defense Forces, as a political

affairs consultant, a development viewed by Taiwanese

security experts as a symbolically significant

advancement in bilateral cooperation. This

appointment, despite its unpaid nature, is notable

given Japan's historically circumspect approach to

formal defense engagements with Taiwan.

Analysts emphasize the departure from precedent

represented by Iwasaki's selection. Unlike other

nations, Japan has traditionally maintained a cautious

posture, only recently dispatching a defense attaché to

its de facto embassy, and even then, choosing

personnel without active military operational

backgrounds. Consequently, Iwasaki's extensive

experience and sustained connections within the

Japanese Self-Defense Forces are perceived as

potentially transformative in facilitating enhanced

military exchanges between Taiwan and Japan.

Furthermore, experts anticipate that Iwasaki's advisory

role will provide invaluable insights into Japan's

evolving defense policies, mitigating the risk of

misinterpretations. His prior tenure as a special policy

advisor to Japan's Ministry of Defense reinforces his

capacity to offer strategic guidance This appointment is

interpreted as a sign of growing mutual trust and a

willingness to publicly enhance security cooperation,

reflecting the increasing strategic importance of

Taiwan-Japan relations in the region. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Shortened invasion warning

drives enhanced US ties

(ce) 2027 has emerged as a critical focal point in

Taiwan's defense planning, driven by growing

international concern over a potential Chinese

invasion. This timeline, initially highlighted by former

US Navy Admiral Philip Davidson, now shapes Taiwan's

Han Kuang military exercises and its broader strategic

posture. Defense Minister Wellington Koo has revealed

that Taiwan's military exercises now reflect a

shortened warning time for a potential Chinese
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invasion, with the Han Kuang 41 drills based on a PLA

attack scenario projected for 2027. This adjustment,

presented in the 2025 Quadrennial Defense Review,

indicates that the transition from Chinese military drills

to actual combat could occur more rapidly than

previously anticipated.

While China dismisses the 2027 forecast as a pretext

for increased US military spending, a consensus has

formed among security experts. Institute for National

Defense and Security Research fellow Su Tzu-yun

emphasizes that such timelines are standard for

strategic planning, noting President Xi Jinping's

directive for the People's Liberation Army (PLA) to "be

prepared for invasion" by that year. This directive has

resonated with former CIA Director William Burns and

former US Indo-Pacific Commander John Aquilino, who

stress the need for immediate readiness. Security

experts from Japan and Australia have also issued

similar warnings, prompting accelerated defense

preparations in their respective nations.

US Air Force Strategic Commander General Anthony

Cotton reinforces the urgency, citing China's rapid

military expansion, including dual-use shipyards and

nuclear platforms, as tangible indicators of its 2027

capability goal. Even if an invasion is averted, as

Davidson points out, China's efforts to undermine US

influence in the Indo-Pacific will persist. Su Tzu-yun

contextualizes the 2027 focus, explaining that while

other timelines exist, like 2035 and 2049, tied to PLA

milestones, the convergence of Xi's potential fourth

term and China's naval ambitions creates a "perfect

storm" scenario. He also highlights Taiwan's recent

"immediate response drills" as a risk-control measure

to deter China from escalating exercises into conflict.

[Taipei Times]

In response to this evolving security landscape,

Taiwan's defense ministry plans to deepen its military

collaboration with the United States. This strategic

move, detailed in the annual report, includes high-level

strategic dialogues, joint drill observations, tabletop

exercises, and strengthened intelligence sharing. The

goal is to significantly improve interoperability

between Taiwan's armed forces and their U.S.

counterparts, solidifying the U.S. as a critical strategic

partner. Building upon existing close military

exchanges, Taiwan seeks to expand cooperation in key

areas such as long-range precision strikes, battlefield

command, and advanced surveillance and

reconnaissance capabilities. [Taiwan News]
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Pro-Taiwan resolution passes Belgian

House of Representatives

(dql) In a latest signal of diplomatic support, Belgium’s

House of Representatives has passed with

overwhelming majority a resolution supporting Taiwan

and condemning China’s growing aggression in the

Indo-Pacific. The resolution was approved with 126

votes in favor, 13 abstentions, and none against.

The resolution urges the Belgian government to

denounce China's aggressive stance toward Taiwan

and scale back diplomatic engagement with Beijing. It

also called for stronger EU-Taiwan ties, including

agreements on resilient supply chains and bilateral

investment. Additionally, it advocated expanded

economic, scientific, cultural, and parliamentary

exchanges between Belgium and Taiwan.

Parliamentarians express their support for Taiwan’s

meaningful participation in international organizations

while condemning China’s military provocations,

including airspace violations and cyber campaigns, and

criticized its economic coercion as a violation of WTO

rules. The resolution rejects China’s misinterpretation

of UN Resolution 2758, emphasizing that it does not

determine Taiwan’s status. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan prepares countermeasures in

diplomatic standoff with South Africa

(ce) Amidst a protracted diplomatic standoff, Taiwan is

preparing a series of retaliatory measures against

South Africa's escalating demands concerning its

representative office in Pretoria. Foreign Minister Lin

Chia-lung has instructed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs

(MOFA) to develop a comprehensive suite of

countermeasures, signaling a potential shift towards a

more assertive approach. These measures include the

consideration of stricter visa regulations for South

African travelers to Taiwan, the suspension of all

bilateral exchange programs, and the implementation

of potential economic and trade sanctions. Notably,

Taiwan is also reviewing the cessation of long-standing

training programs for South African nationals,

indicating a willingness to disrupt established

cooperative initiatives. [Focus Taiwan]

This development follows South Africa's unilateral

redesignation of the "Taipei Liaison Office" to "Taipei

Commercial Office" on its government website, a move

that MOFA has condemned as a direct violation of the

1997 agreement that established the office's quasi-
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embassy status. Taiwan attributes South Africa's

actions to increasing Chinese pressure, citing UN

Resolution 2758 and the "one China" policy, and

argues that these moves undermine agreed-upon

bilateral frameworks (see AiR No. 5, February/2025, 1).

The American Institute in Taiwan (AIT) has also

expressed "disappointment" with South Africa's

actions, praising Taiwan as a reliable democratic

partner and criticizing China's efforts to isolate Taiwan

diplomatically on the international stage. Taiwan has

repeatedly called for renewed negotiations to resolve

the dispute through mutually acceptable solutions but

is now poised to implement significant retaliatory

actions should South Africa proceed with its demands,

signaling a potential turning point in the bilateral

relationship.

Taiwan-Guatemala security ties

strengthened through joint training

program

(ce) A delegation from Taiwan's National Security

Bureau (NSB) concluded a landmark training exchange

program with Guatemalan special security forces on

March 21, marking a significant step in bilateral

security cooperation.  

This program represented the first training exchange

between the NSB Special Service Command Center and

its Guatemalan counterparts. The closing ceremony

was attended by high-ranking Guatemalan officials,

including the Minister of National Defense, the

Secretary General of the Presidency, and the Secretary

of Administrative and Security Affairs.  

The joint exercises focused on security and

counterterrorism operations, enhancing intelligence

assessment and operational capabilities for both

Taiwanese and Guatemalan officers. The NSB

emphasized that this collaboration not only

strengthened the respective special security forces but

also deepened the diplomatic relationship between the

two nations.  

Guatemala is one of the 12 countries that maintain

formal diplomatic relations with Taiwan, a relationship

established in 1933. [Focus Taiwan]

China to hold joint naval drills with

Thailand

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-ujr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sidkttd-l-ujy/


(hrs) The “Blue Strike-2025 joint naval drills by China

and Thailand with a focus on counterterrorism tactics

and anti-submarine warfare will be held from late

March to early April. The drills will take place near

Zhanjiang, in the southern Chinese province of

Guangdong, likely in the South China Sea.

This is the sixth such naval exercise between China and

Thailand, with the first Chinese-Thai joint naval drill

held in 2010 and the last one in September 2023. The

drill highlights the strengthening defense relations

between China and Thailand, especially since it is rare

for the former nation to hold anti-submarine drills with

countries other than Russia.

According to the Stockholm International Research

Peace Institute, China was also Thailand’s largest arms

supplier from 2019 to 2023, making up 44 percent of

Thailand’s major weapons imports – more than double

the amount in the previous four years. China and

Thailand also share similar challenges with respect to

spillover impacts from Myanmar’s civil war that began

in 2021. As a result, challenges related to illegal

immigration, human trafficking and drug trafficking are

experienced by both nations, and in recent months, an

increase in prolific cases involving cyber scams and

related human trafficking cases has resulted in

increased collaboration between both nations. [South

China Morning Post]

Thailand and South Korea committed to

develop cooperation on clean energy

transition

(acs) Thailand and South Korea have signed a new

agreement on the peaceful use of nuclear energy to

support the implementation of clean energy policies.

Following a meeting between Higher Education

Minister Supamas Isarabhakdi and South Korean

Ambassador Park Yongmin, the agreement was

formulated and approved by both sides on March 21.

The main objective of the agreement is to utilize

nuclear energy for peaceful purposes. Supamas stated

that the agreement would establish a new framework

for cooperation between the two countries on

sustainable energy policies. She emphasized that the

collaboration would include research and development

of small modular reactors to advance clean energy

initiatives.

Meanwhile, Ambassador Park highlighted South

Korea's willingness to transfer knowledge and

technology as part of the cooperation. The technology-
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sharing efforts will encompass collaboration in nuclear

technology, artificial intelligence (AI), and space

technology.

Both sides reaffirmed their commitment to

strengthening cooperation between the two countries

through mutual collaboration between relevant

agencies. [The Nation]

China and Vietnam conduct joint border

patrol

(hn) Vietnam’s Lung Cu border guard station in Ha

Giang and the Fu Ning border guard unit of China

conducted a joint patrol along the border on March 21.

The operation covered the area between Marker No.

424 and Marker No. 426, ensuring the integrity of

boundary markers and discussing border security

issues. [Viet Nam News]

Singapore’s Prime Minister Lawrence

Wong to visit Vietnam from March 25

(lm/cmc) Singapore Prime Minister Lawrence Wong

and his spouse will pay an official visit to Vietnam from

March 25 to 26. The visit comes just over a week after

Vietnam’s Party General Secretary To Lam's trip to

Singapore, during which the two countries upgraded

their ties to a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership,

and thus, is expected to further strengthen bilateral

cooperation across trade, investment, and regional

strategic ties. [Viet Nam News]

Amid ongoing global geopolitical shifts, particularly

following former U.S. President Donald Trump's

"America First" policies, Vietnam has been working to

intensify its regional alliances to safeguard its

economic and security interests. A key aspect of this

strategy has been strengthening ties with Singapore,

which has become a critical partner. In 2024, Singapore

invested over USD 10 billion in Vietnam, and bilateral

trade between the two countries reached USD 23.5

billion. [Deutsche Welle]

In addition to strengthening political and economic

ties, both countries have focused on future-forward

industries like semiconductor development. On March

24, a hybrid seminar organized by the Vietnam Trade

Office in Singapore and the Singapore Semiconductor

Industry Association attracted global investors and

industry leaders, including Qualcomm and Marvell. The
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Vietnamese semiconductor market, projected to grow

from over USD 18 billion in 2024 to more than USD 31

billion by 2029, has been positioned as a key focus of

bilateral cooperation. Vietnam aims to become a global

hub for semiconductor talent and innovation by 2030,

with an expected annual revenue exceeding USD 25

billion. [Vietnam Plus]

Vietnam seeks stronger economic and

parliamentary cooperation with Sri Lanka

(lm) Vietnam's National Assembly (NA) Vice Chairman

Nguyen Duc Hai reaffirmed Vietnam’s commitment to

deepening ties with Sri Lanka during his official visit to

the South Asian country from March 19–22. In

meetings with top Sri Lankan leaders, including Prime

Minister Harini Amarasuriya and Speaker of Parliament

Dr. Jagath Wickramaratne, Hai emphasized the

importance of strengthening political trust and

expanding cooperation across economic, trade,

investment, cultural, and educational sectors.

Both sides agreed to resume bilateral cooperation

mechanisms in 2025, including reactivating the Joint

Committee on Bilateral Cooperation and exploring the

negotiation of a free trade agreement. They set a

shared target of reaching USD 1 billion in two-way

trade and discussed establishing a direct air route to

boost tourism and connectivity.

Vietnam encouraged Sri Lanka to support Vietnamese

businesses and facilitate long-term investments in

agriculture, services, infrastructure, and retail. Prime

Minister Amarasuriya, in turn, asked for Vietnam’s

support in Sri Lanka’s bid to become a Sectoral

Dialogue Partner of the Association of Southeast Asian

Nations (ASEAN).

Sri Lankan leaders also expressed interest in learning

from Vietnam’s experiences in digital transformation,

foreign investment attraction, and agricultural

development, particularly the One Commune, One

Product (OCOP) model. Both legislatures agreed to

strengthen cooperation in legal reforms and

sustainable development, including policies for ethnic

minorities and environmental protection. [Viet Nam

News]

Vietnamese leaders reaffirm U.S.

partnership amid trade tensions
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(hn/lm) Vietnam is intensifying efforts to strengthen its

partnership with the United States amid renewed

trade tensions and looming tariff threats under the

Trump administration. In a series of recent diplomatic

and economic engagements, Vietnamese leaders

underscored their commitment to deepening the

Vietnam–U.S. Comprehensive Strategic Partnership,

particularly in trade, investment, and legislative

cooperation.

On March 20, National Assembly Chairman Tran Thanh

Man welcomed U.S. Senator Steven Daines in Hanoi,

affirming that Vietnam values its ties with the United

States and seeks to advance them in a more

substantive and multifaceted direction. The meeting

marked the 30th anniversary of diplomatic relations

and the second year of the upgraded partnership. Man

called for increased high-level exchanges, closer

parliamentary cooperation, and greater collaboration

in trade, science, and war legacy remediation.

Senator Daines, the first U.S. senator to visit Vietnam in

2025, praised Vietnam’s development and reaffirmed

that the country is a key U.S. partner in the region. He

supported expanded bilateral cooperation and

emphasized strengthening ties between U.S. states,

such as Montana, and Vietnamese localities. [Viet Nam

News 1]

In parallel, the Vietnamese Foreign Ministry addressed

concerns over impending reciprocal tariffs set to take

effect on April 2. Officials reiterated that Vietnam has

no intention to create trade barriers harmful to U.S.

workers or economic security, emphasizing a desire for

dialogue in a “constructive and cooperative spirit.”

Minister of Industry and Trade Nguyen Hong Dien

reaffirmed Vietnam’s commitment to a balanced,

sustainable trade relationship and called for the U.S. to

recognize Vietnam as a market economy and avoid

punitive measures on Vietnamese exports. [Viet Nam

News 2]

These developments build on earlier engagements in

mid-March, when Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh

met U.S. Ambassador Marc Knapper in Hanoi and

reaffirmed that trade, investment, and economic ties

are central to the strategic partnership.

Simultaneously, Minister Dien met U.S. Trade

Representative Jamieson L. Greer in Washington,

discussing tariff reduction, energy cooperation, and

transshipment controls.

Vietnam also announced major energy and trade deals

with U.S. companies, including a USD 4.15 billion LNG

agreement with ConocoPhillips and several pacts

involving GE Vernova and Kellogg Brown & Root. These
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are part of a broader USD 90.3 billion trade and

investment target across sectors like aviation, energy,

and high-tech. [AiR No. 11, March/2025, 3]

Vietnam and Azerbaijan strengthen

cooperation in judicial and legal sectors

(lm) Prosecutor General of Azerbaijan Kamran Bayram

Aliyev visited Vietnam to meet with State President

Luong Cuong and Chief Justice Le Minh Tri to discuss

enhancing judicial ties. The focus was on strengthening

cooperation in fighting transnational crime and

improving legal infrastructure.

Aliyev expressed interest in formalizing agreements to

deepen court cooperation between the two countries.

During his meeting with President Cuong, the

importance of historical ties and further judicial

exchanges, including prosecutor training and capacity

building, was emphasized. The recent signing of a

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between the

Supreme People’s Procuracy of Vietnam and

Azerbaijan’s General Prosecutor’s Office was noted as a

significant step in strengthening bilateral relations.

[Viet Nam News 1] [Viet Nam News 2]

Vietnam’s prime minister urges France to

invest in major transport projects

(hn) Vietnam’s Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh has

called on France to deepen business and investment

ties in Vietnam’s transport sector, particularly in large-

scale infrastructure projects. In a meeting with French

Delegate for Transport Philippe Tabarot in Hanoi, both

sides reaffirmed strong bilateral cooperation,

highlighting Airbus’s role in supplying aircraft to

Vietnamese airlines and the successful operation of

the elevated section of the Nhon–Hanoi Station metro

line.

Chinh identified transport infrastructure as central to

Vietnam’s development strategy, noting its importance

in reducing logistics costs and enhancing economic

competitiveness. He urged French investment in

aviation maintenance centers, railways, seaports,

maritime logistics, and underground transport. He also

emphasized collaboration in workforce training,

technology transfer, and concessional financing to

accelerate development.
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Tabarot praised Vietnam’s rapid growth and affirmed

France’s willingness to support key infrastructure

initiatives, skills development, and technical knowledge

exchange. He referenced continued engagement,

including the Vietnam-France High-Speed Rail

Workshop, and reaffirmed France’s commitment to

expanding transport connectivity with Vietnam. [Viet

Nam News]

Hungary to train 1,000 Vietnamese

nuclear specialists as both countries

deepen strategic cooperation

(hn/he) Vietnam and Hungary have agreed to

significantly deepen their multifaceted partnership,

with nuclear power development emerging as a key

area of strategic cooperation. The commitment came

during the official visit of Hungarian Minister of Foreign

Affairs and Trade, Péter Szijjártó, to Vietnam from

March 18 to 19, coinciding with the 75th anniversary of

diplomatic ties between the two countries.

Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh, in a meeting with

Szijjártó on March 19, confirmed that Hungary will

support Vietnam in training 1,000 nuclear power

specialists. Hungary, with 50 years of experience

operating nuclear plants using Russian technology, will

assist Vietnam as it revives the Ninh Thuan nuclear

power project. Vietnam aims to bring its first nuclear

power plant online between 2030 and 2031. Each

facility will require approximately 1,200 trained

professionals, including in reactor operation, radiation

safety, and project management—totaling around

2,400 if both planned plants are completed.

At the same meeting, both sides agreed to review the

legal framework for cooperation, finalize a labor

cooperation agreement, and negotiate a citizen

repatriation treaty. The two leaders also explored

expanded collaboration in education, mechanical

engineering, electronics, tourism, and infrastructure

connectivity linking Southeast Asia with Central and

Eastern Europe. [Vnepxress, in Vietnamese]  [Viet Nam

News 1]

Earlier that day, Hungarian Minister Szijjártó also met

with Vietnamese Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign

Minister Bui Thanh Son. The two foreign ministers

reaffirmed plans to strengthen high-level exchanges in

2025, enhance cooperation in multilateral forums such

as the United Nations and ASEAN-EU, and maximize

opportunities under the EU-Vietnam Free Trade

Agreement (EVFTA). Vietnam called on Hungary to

push for the ratification of the EU-Vietnam Investment
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Protection Agreement (EVIPA) and advocate for lifting

the European Union’s yellow card on Vietnamese

seafood exports. [Viet Nam News 2]

Hungary expressed interest in investing in Vietnam’s

pharmaceuticals, animal husbandry, food processing,

and water management sectors. The discussions also

included expanding cooperation in agriculture,

defense, climate change response, education, tourism,

IT, and citizen repatriation.

In Ho Chi Minh City, a ceremony was held to mark the

75th anniversary of diplomatic relations. Vice

Chairman Vo Van Hoan praised Hungary’s historic

support for Vietnam’s independence and noted

ongoing bilateral projects in urban management,

tourism, and education. Hungarian Consul General

Lehőcz Gábor echoed this sentiment, emphasizing

shared commitments to peace, stability, and

sustainable development. Bilateral trade reached USD

149.8 million in 2024, up 77 percent year-on-year.

[Nhan Dan]

Vietnam, Luxembourg step up

cooperation for development of

international financial centers

(lm) During his visit to Luxembourg from March 20-22,

Vietnam’s Permanent Deputy Prime Minister Nguyen

Hoa Binh held discussions with Luxembourg's Minister

of Finance Gilles Roth and Deputy Prime Minister

Xavier Bettel, focusing on expanding cooperation in

the development of international financial centers in

Ho Chi Minh City and Da Nang. Binh sought

Luxembourg’s expertise in building financial markets,

green finance, fintech management, and crypto assets,

as part of Vietnam’s strategic push to establish

financial hubs to bolster its economy.

Both sides highlighted the importance of a strong legal

system, quality human resources, and public-private

sector investment for successful financial centers.

Discussions also touched on expanding bilateral

relations, with Vietnam advocating for Luxembourg’s

support in the EU-Vietnam Free Trade Agreement

(EVFTA) and the removal of the European

Commission’s 'yellow card' on Vietnamese seafood

exports.

Additionally, Binh toured the Luxembourg Stock

Exchange (LuxSE) and met with key financial

authorities. [Viet Nam News]
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Vietnam and Poland strengthen defence

cooperation

(lm) Vietnam and Poland are expanding their defence

cooperation, focusing on areas such as military

training, peacekeeping, and the defence industry.

Deputy Defence Minister Sen. Lt. Gen. Hoang Xuan

Chien met with Polish Secretary of State Pawel Bejda to

discuss enhancing ties, including delegation

exchanges, training programs, and military medicine.

They also emphasized the importance of continued

support for peacekeeping operations and cooperation

within the European Union framework.

During their talks, Chien highlighted Vietnam’s policy of

peaceful dispute resolution in the South China Sea and

called for continued collaboration with Poland in

military training and peacekeeping. Bejda expressed

Poland's eagerness to further expand cooperation in

the defence sector and praised the strengthening of

ties between the two nations. [Viet Nam News 1]

In a subsequent meeting, Minister of Defence General

Phan Van Giang hosted Bejda, reaffirming Vietnam’s

commitment to strengthening defence ties. Both sides

agreed to continue implementing initiatives from their

2010 defence cooperation agreement and focus on

areas with mutual potential. This ongoing collaboration

is expected to contribute significantly to the bilateral

relationship, enhancing defence capabilities and

regional stability. [Viet Nam News 2]

Vietnam’s prime minister urges deeper

cooperation with Russia’s Tatarstan,

proposes Kamaz plant

(lm) Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh met with R.N.

Minnikhanov, Head of Russia’s Republic of Tatarstan, in

Hanoi on March 21 and proposed establishing a Kamaz

automobile manufacturing plant in Vietnam. He

highlighted the value Vietnam places on its

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership with Russia and

praised the growing bilateral cooperation across trade,

investment, culture, tourism, and education.

Chinh expressed confidence that Minnikhanov’s visit—

along with recent business forums and meetings with

Hanoi authorities—would enhance ties between

Tatarstan and Vietnamese localities. He encouraged

Tatarstan to boost locality-to-locality cooperation and

people-to-people exchanges.
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Minnikhanov outlined Tatarstan’s interest in

collaborating with Vietnam in fields including artificial

intelligence, information technology, civil aviation,

chemicals, textiles, and education. He also proposed

launching a direct flight between Kazan and Hanoi to

strengthen ties. On behalf of Tatarstan, he extended

an invitation to Prime Minister Chinh to visit at a

convenient time. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam sees Mozambique as priority

African partner

(lm) Vietnam considers Mozambique a priority partner

in Africa and seeks to expand its traditional friendship

and multifaceted cooperation with the country,

according to Vietnamese Ambassador to Mozambique

Tran Thi Thu Thin. Her remarks came during a

credential presentation to Mozambican President

Daniel Francisco Chapo in Maputo on March 19.

President Chapo welcomed the ambassador and

expressed confidence in her role in strengthening

bilateral ties. He praised the success of Movitel, a joint

venture between Vietnam’s Viettel Group and

Mozambique’s SPI company, as a model of effective

cooperation, and encouraged more Vietnamese

investment in Mozambique.

Ambassador Thin affirmed Vietnam’s commitment to

broadening cooperation in sectors such as mining,

telecommunications, IT, and digital transformation.

She also urged Mozambique’s support for the

Vietnamese community residing in the country. [Viet

Nam News]

Brazilian president to pay state visit to

Vietnam

(cmc/lm) On March 23, the Vietnamese Ministry of

Foreign Affairs announced that President of Brazil, Luiz

Inacio Lula da Silva, will visit Vietnam from March 27-

29. The visit is at the invitation of State President

Luong Cuong. [Viet Nam News]
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Upcoming online events

26 March 2025 @ 4:00 p.m. (GMT+1), International

Crisis Group, Belgium

Violence and Politics in Haiti’s Transitional

Government

This online event examines Haiti’s ongoing political

crisis and rising violence following the creation of a

transitional government. Diego Da Rin presents

findings from Locked in Transition: Politics and

Violence in Haiti, followed by a discussion with experts

Emmanuela Douyon, Frantz Duval, and Daniel Forti.

Panelists will explore governance struggles, the stalled

constitutional reform process, and obstacles to holding

safe elections. They will also assess the underfunded

Kenya-led security mission and the international

community’s divided response to Haiti’s crisis. For

more information and to register online, see

[International Crisis Group].

26 March 2025 @ 2:00 – 3:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Stimson

Institute, USA

Diplomacy Wins: How US Diplomacy

Prevents Conflicts

This event is a reminder of the usually

underappreciated successes of American diplomacy in

averting war and reducing tensions. Panelists will

discuss how American diplomats work with

government agencies and allies to attain peaceful

solutions. The conversation will discuss essential

diplomatic interventions, conflict prevention enablers,

and challenges of prioritizing diplomacy over military

action in American foreign policy. For more

information, and to RSVP online, see [Stimson].
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26 March 2025 @ 10:00 – 11:00 a.m. (GM-4T), Foreign

Policy Research Institute, USA

Russia-China-North Korea Relations:

Obstacles to a Trilateral Axis

This event examines the intricacies of China, Russia,

and North Korea's military and diplomatic

relationships. Although North Korea is China's

proclaimed ally, its relationship with Beijing has grown

tense, while Russia and North Korea's relations have

intensified to a level where they signed a 2024 strategic

partnership. Experts will examine historical, political,

and strategic reasons why it is challenging to construct

an authentic trilateral alliance. The debate will

determine reputational issues, foreign policy interests,

and domestic drivers for these evolving relationships.

For more information and to register online, please

visit [FPRI].

27 March 2025 @ 3:30 – 4:30 p.m. (GMT-4), Center for

a New American Security, USA

The Future of Military Artificial

Intelligence

This fireside chat with Paul Scharre, Jacquelyn

Schneider, and Julia Macdonald covers the danger and

promise of inserting AI into warfighting systems. They

talk about how autonomous military technology is

changing and get into lessons from The Hand Behind

Unmanned, a book about the people, policies, and

institutions driving America's autonomous arsenal.

Members of the audience will have the opportunity to

ask questions during the session. For more

information, see [CNAS].

27 March 2025 @ 2:00 – 5:00 p.m. (GMT+1), The

European Policy Centre & The Egmont Institute,

Belgium

An Outlook on the EU’s New Approach on

Returns

This event, hosted by the EPC and Egmont Institute,

deals with the EU's proposed New Common European

System for Returns, whereby return procedures would

be simplified for third-country nationals. The legal,

political, and practical ramifications of the proposal are
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debated by panelists in the fields of voluntary returns,

readmission cooperation, as well as the proposal's

introduction of "return hubs." Two panels discuss main

elements of the reform and the overall effect on the

EU's migration policies. For more information and to

register online, please visit [Egmont Institute].

27 March 2025 @ 2:00 – 3:15 p.m. (GMT), The

International Institute for Strategic Studies

The resurgence of inter-state tensions in

the Americas in a complex geopolitical

landscape

This webinar discusses mounting inter-state tensions

in Latin America in the context of geopolitical rivalry,

economic uncertainty, and U.S. military intervention

during the Trump years. Main flashpoints, such as

Venezuela-Guyana, Nicaragua-Colombia, and

Dominican Republic-Haiti disputes, will be analyzed by

experts Dr. Monica Serrano, Dr. Evan Ellis, Dr. Feliciano

de Sá Guimarães, and Dr. Irene Mia. The panel will also

address the impact of organized crime, the weakening

of regional security institutions, and the implications

for global stability. For more information, and to

register online, see [IISS].

28 March 2025 @ 12:30 p.m. (GMT-4), Council on

Foreign Relations, USA

Transition 2025 Series: The Trump

Administration's Approach to the Middle

East

The panelists talk about the Trump administration's

role in Israel-Hamas peace talks, its broader Middle

East policy, and its strategy for regional stability. They

also address U.S. relations with major countries and

the administration's foreign policy agenda. The session

is part of CFR's Transition 2025 series, which examines

major foreign policy issues before the Trump

administration. For more information, see [Council on

Foreign Relations]

28 March 2025 @ 8:30 – 9:30 a.m. (GMT-4), Asia

Society Policy Institute, USA

Taiwan Policy Under Trump 2.0: Changes

on the Horizon?
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This event analyzes the significance of Donald Trump's

White House comeback for U.S.-Taiwan relations and

possible policy revisions. Hosted by Lyle Morris, the

discussion includes panelists Simona Grano, XIN Qiang,

and Jessica Chen Weiss who discuss early signals from

the administration's policy and how China is likely to

react. Panelists take into account Taiwan's position

within U.S. Indo-Pacific policy and the far-reaching

geopolitical implications of a redesigned U.S. policy

towards Taiwan. For more information and to register

online, please visit [Asia Society Policy Institute].

31 March 2025 @ 12:30 p.m. (GMT-4), Council on

Foreign Relations, USA

Transition 2025 Series: The Future of U.S.-

China Relations

The panelists discuss U.S.-China relations under the

Trump administration, covering trade issues,

technological competition, and escalating military

tensions in the Indo-Pacific. The panelists examine

recent policy pivots and their effects on bilateral

relations. The event reflects on overarching challenges

and strategic imperatives driving the U.S.-China

relationship. For more information, see [Council on

Foreign Relations].

1 April 2025 @ 10:00 a.m. – 12:00 p.m. (GMT-4), The

Center for American Progress, USA

Effective Public Safety Messaging

Strategies for Local Leaders

This online conference, sponsored by the Center for

American Progress and John Jay College, explores best

practices in successful public safety messaging for local

officials. City officials and experts will present best

practices in messaging crime patterns, surmount

messaging challenges, and involve the public. In

participatory sessions, participants will learn from one

another to assist in developing future programming. A

panel will highlight strategies in applying data to build

tailored narratives that improve public understanding

of safety issues. For more information and to RSVP

online, see [The Center for American Progress].

Recent Book Releases
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Efe Sevin, César Jiménez-Martínez and Pablo Miño,

Nation Branding in the Americas. Contested Politics

and Identities, Routledge, 114 pages, published March

25, 2025. For a review, see [LSE].

Naomi Creutzfeldt, Arabella Kyprianides, Ben

Bradford and Jonathan Jackson, Access to Justice,

Digitalization and Vulnerability: Exploring Trust in

Justice, Bristol University Press, 272 pages, published

February 29, 2024. For a review, see [LSE].

Weipin Tsai, The Making of China’s Post Office:

Sovereignty, Modernization, and the Connection of a

Nation, Harvard University Press, 450 pages, published

February 20, 2024. For a review, see [Asian Review of

Books].

Kevin B. Anderson, The Late Marxs Revolutionary

Roads: Colonialism, Gender, and Indigenous

Communism, Verso, 288 pages, published March 18,

2025. For a review, see [Penguin Books].

Jodi Dean, Capital's Grave: Neofeudalism and the

New Class Struggle, Verso, 192 pages, published March

18, 2025. For a review, see [Penguin Books].

Calls

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 República in Montevideo,

Uruguay. The deadline for abstract submission is

March 31, 2025. For more information, see

[SLADI/LASIL].

Jobs and Positions

United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan

is looking for a Political Affairs Officer. The deadline

for application submission is March 30, 2025. For more

information, see [UNAMA].
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Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for

Human Rights - Switzerland is looking for an Intern -

Human Rights, Africa Branch. The deadline for

application submission is April 23, 2025. For more

information, see [OHCHR].

IC Strategic Protocol and Communication

Consultant – Serbia is looking for an IC Strategic

Protocol and Communication Consultant. The

deadline for application submission is April 7, 2025. For

more information, see [UNDP].

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime – United

Arab Emirates is looking for a Senior Trafficking in

Persons Consultant. The deadline for application

submission is April 1, 2025. For more information, see

[UNODC].

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for

Human Rights – Switzerland is looking for a Human

Rights Officer (Tjo). The deadline for application

submission is April 4, 2025. For more information, see

[OHCHR].

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for

Human Rights- Bangladesh is looking for a Human

Rights Officer. The deadline for application

submission is April 5, 2025. For more information, see

[OHCHR].

United Nations Development Programme – Turkey

is looking for an International Consultant on

Violence Against Women Data, Homebased. The

deadline for application submission is December 29,

2025. For more information, see [UNDP].

United Nations Children's Fund is looking for a

Consultant - National Expert on Local Governance,

Romania, Remote. The deadline for application

submission is April 6, 2025. For more information, see

[UNICEF].

University of Copenhagen is looking for a

Postdoctoral Position in Law and Humanities. The

deadline for application submission is April 27, 2025.

For more information, see [University of Copenhagen].

University of Reading is looking for a Lecturer in

International and Operational Law. The deadline for

application submission is April 21, 2025. For more

information, see [University of Reading].

Cardiff International Study Centre is looking for a

Law Tutor. The deadline for application submission is

April 18, 2025. For more information, see [Cardiff

International Study Centre].
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Xi'an Jiaotong - Liverpool University is looking for a

Faculty Position in Business Law. The deadline for

application submission is May 18, 2025. For more

information, see [Xi'an Jiaotong - Liverpool University].
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