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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 Bahrain and Kazakhstan, the

National Day of Bhutan and Qatar, the Victory Day of

Bangladesh, and the Republic Day of Niger 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: Economic planners double down on

fiscal support as consumption and

property woes persist

(mis/ms) China’s leadership used the Central Economic

Work Conference (CEWC), which concluded on

December 11, to signal continuity rather than a

decisive policy pivot as it sets the economic framework

for 2026, the first year of the 15th Five-Year Plan. While

official readouts projected confidence, the priorities

outlined reveal an economy still grappling with weak

domestic demand, a deepening property downturn

and, increasingly, a worrying slowdown in investment.

At the core of the strategy is a renewed push to

stabilize growth through proactive fiscal policy. Beijing

pledged to keep the budget deficit and overall debt at

“necessary” levels and to expand central government



spending to support investment, underscoring limited

confidence in a self-sustaining recovery. Analysts

expect the growth target to remain around 5 percent, a

level that increasingly relies on policy support rather

than organic momentum. [Xinhua] [The State Council

of the People’s Republic of China]

Notably, Chinese leaders explicitly committed for the

first time to reversing a decline in fixed-asset

investment, signalling concern over a sharp slowdown

that has emerged in recent months. Official data

showed fixed-asset investment fell 1.7 percent year-

on-year to October, with analysts estimating that even

after statistical adjustments, a substantial portion of

the decline reflects real weakness. The conference

pledged to “stabilize and recover” investment through

increased central spending, key infrastructure projects

and efforts to revive private-sector participation — a

tacit admission that investment, long a core growth

engine, is faltering. [Reuters] [Financial Times]

Boosting consumption was framed as the top policy

task, reflecting persistent fragility in household

demand. Consumer confidence remains subdued after

years of property losses, income uncertainty and weak

job growth, especially among younger workers. While

leaders promised measures to raise urban and rural

incomes and expand services consumption, the

absence of concrete plans for large-scale transfers or

welfare expansion suggests continued reluctance to

rely on households as the primary growth driver.

The property sector, once the backbone of China’s

economy, remains a structural drag. Officials reiterated

support for city-specific easing, inventory reduction

and the conversion of unsold commercial housing into

subsidized units. The focus on managing excess supply

rather than reigniting demand underscores Beijing’s

acceptance that real estate will no longer play its

former role, even as falling prices and distressed

developers continue to strain local government

finances.

More candidly than in previous years, the CEWC

acknowledged mounting structural challenges:

deflationary pressures, shrinking margins from

“involution-style” competition, rising local government

debt and adverse demographics. Calls to curb

destructive price competition highlight unease that

Beijing’s industrial policy push may now be dampening

investment and private-sector confidence.

Overall, the conference points to a strategy centered

on stability and risk containment, rather than bold

reform. While fiscal support is being reinforced to

prevent further slowdown, the reluctance to launch
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decisive stimulus or fundamentally rebalance toward

consumption suggests deeper economic weaknesses

remain unresolved as China enters its next planning

cycle. [Financial Times] [Reuters] [South China Morning

Post]

China: Politburo member Ma Xingrui’s

absence from key meetings fuels elite-

level speculation

(ms) The unexplained absence of senior Chinese

official Ma Xingrui from two major Communist Party

meetings has drawn unusual attention, underscoring

renewed uncertainty within China’s top political ranks

amid an ongoing reshuffle under President Xi Jinping.

Ma, a member of the 24-person Politburo and until July

party secretary of the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous

Region, was missing from state media footage of the

Central Economic Work Conference (CEWC) that

concluded on December 11 (see article below). He had

also failed to appear at a Politburo study session on

November 28, making him the only Politburo member

absent from both gatherings. Chinese authorities have

offered no explanation.

Such absences are not unprecedented — officials

occasionally miss meetings for health or scheduling

reasons — but analysts note that repeated non-

appearances by a Politburo member are rare,

particularly at an event as politically significant as the

CEWC, which sets the country’s economic direction for

the coming year. The silence surrounding Ma’s status

has therefore fueled speculation about his political

standing. [BBC] [Bloomberg]

Ma’s situation is complicated by his recent removal

from the Xinjiang post before completing a full term.

When his replacement was announced in July, state

media said Ma “would be given another appointment,”

language that usually signals retention rather than

purge. However, nearly six months later, no new role

has been publicly announced. While Ma has appeared

at high-profile events such as the Victory Day parade in

Beijing, he was notably absent from coverage of Xi

Jinping’s subsequent inspection tour of Xinjiang, where

attention focused on the new regional leadership.

Ma’s career trajectory makes his limbo especially

notable. A technocrat with a background in aerospace

and industry, he rose through senior posts in

Guangdong before taking charge of Xinjiang in 2021 —

becoming the first non-security official to lead the

region after years of hardline governance. His
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elevation to the Politburo in 2022 was widely seen as

confirmation of his status as a rising figure within Xi’s

system.

Beyond formal rank, Ma is often associated with a

political network linked to Peng Liyuan, Xi’s wife. Both

trace their family origins to Yuncheng County in

Shandong province, a connection frequently cited in

elite-politics analysis and sometimes used to situate

Ma within a broader Shandong-linked technocratic

circle.

There has been no public indication that Ma faces

formal investigation, and his continued visibility during

the parade suggested that an outright purge was

unlikely. However, his continued absence and rumors

about investigations against his wife, or possible

connections to the rocket force and the ongoing purge,

amidst his background in the aerospace field, might

suggest different.

China: IMF Article IV review underscores

domestic imbalances as trade tensions

with US and EU intensify

(ms) The International Monetary Fund’s latest Article IV

consultation with China has highlighted deepening

internal economic imbalances. In remarks delivered in

Beijing in December 2025 at the conclusion of the IMF’s

annual review, Managing Director Kristalina Georgieva

warned that China’s economy is struggling with weak

domestic demand, persistent deflationary pressure

and an excessive reliance on exports to sustain

growth. It cautioned that China’s internal policy choices

are contributing to widening external imbalances with

global consequences.

According to the IMF, low inflation and subdued

consumption have led to a significant real depreciation

of the renminbi, making Chinese exports more

competitive at a time when the country’s annual goods

trade surplus is expected to exceed USD 1 trillion.

Georgieva stressed that China is “too large to rely on

exports” as a primary growth engine and warned that

continued dependence on external demand risks

exacerbating global trade frictions.

These IMF concerns intersect with grievances raised by

Washington and Brussels. The United States and the

European Union have focused primarily on what they

see as unfair trade practices, including industrial

subsidies, excess manufacturing capacity, state

support for exporters and market barriers faced by

foreign firms. Under President Donald Trump, the US



has framed tariffs as a response to these structural

trade distortions, not as a tool to force changes in

China’s internal welfare or consumption policies.

European leaders have echoed similar criticisms.

During recent bilateral visits to China, officials from

Germany and France warned that China’s export

surpluses, industrial overcapacity and currency

dynamics risk triggering retaliatory measures in

Europe. EU policymakers have argued that weak

Chinese domestic demand effectively pushes surplus

production into global markets, distorting competition

and undermining European industry.

The IMF has framed its recommendations around

China’s own economic stability. It has urged Beijing to

boost household consumption, resolve the property-

sector crisis more decisively, and allow market forces a

greater role in rebalancing growth. While these steps

could also ease trade tensions, the Fund’s focus

remains on preventing a prolonged domestic

slowdown rather than adjudicating trade disputes.

[Financial Times] [IMF]

China: Free childbirth coverage amid

demographic decline

(ms) China has announced plans to fully cover

standard childbirth costs under its national medical

insurance system by 2026, as authorities intensify

efforts to address a deepening fertility and

demographic crisis. The pledge was unveiled at a

national healthcare security conference in Beijing on

December 13, according to state media.

Under the proposal, the government aims to eliminate

out-of-pocket expenses for routine baby deliveries

nationwide, while also expanding coverage for prenatal

check-ups and labor pain relief.

The initiative builds on pilot schemes already in place.

Seven provincial-level regions, including Jilin, Jiangsu

and Shandong, currently offer full insurance coverage

for in-hospital childbirth within policy limits.

Authorities also plan to expand maternity insurance

eligibility to flexible workers, migrant laborers and

those in new forms of employment; groups often

excluded from existing welfare provisions. China’s

maternity insurance system currently covers around

255 million people.

The policy comes against the backdrop of profound

demographic challenges. China’s population has begun

to shrink after decades of rapid growth, driven by
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persistently low birth rates and accelerated ageing.

Decades of the one-child policy, rising housing and

education costs, job insecurity and changing social

attitudes toward marriage and family have all

contributed to declining fertility. The country is

forecast to see its working-age population contract

further in the coming years, raising concerns about

labor shortages, fiscal strain and long-term economic

growth.

While officials frame free childbirth as a key lever to

encourage families to have children, analysts note that

healthcare costs are only one part of the equation.

Without broader reforms addressing childcare

availability, work-life balance, housing affordability and

education expenses, the impact on birth rates may be

limited. [DimSum Daily] [South China Morning Post]

[Xinhua]

China: UN experts declare detention of

Swedish publisher Gui Minhai arbitrary

(ms) United Nations human rights experts have

formally concluded that China is arbitrarily detaining

Swedish publisher Gui Minhai and have called for his

immediate release. In an opinion adopted during the

UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention’s 103rd

session in August and made public on December 10,

the experts found that Gui’s imprisonment violates

multiple provisions of international human rights law.

Gui Minhai, a co-founder of Hong Kong-based Mighty

Current publishing house, was abducted while on

holiday in Thailand in October 2015 and later

resurfaced in mainland China. He was sentenced to 10

years in prison in 2020 on espionage charges. Since

then, Chinese authorities have provided no

information on his whereabouts or health, while

denying him regular access to family members and

Swedish consular officials.

The Working Group determined that Gui’s case

constitutes an “arbitrary deprivation of liberty” under

three separate categories, citing enforced

disappearance, lack of due process, denial of legal

counsel, and incommunicado detention. It further

concluded that statements attributed to Gui were

obtained under duress and that his detention appears

to be directly linked to his exercise of freedom of

expression. The experts urged China to release him

immediately, provide compensation, and conduct an

independent investigation into the violations.
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China rejected the UN findings on December 14,

stating that Gui was lawfully convicted and warning

against what it termed interference in its judicial

sovereignty. [Hong Kong Free Press] [RSF] [Safeguard

Defenders]

China: Licensing System for exported steel

(ms) China will introduce an export licensing system for

a wide range of steel products from January 1, 2026,

marking a significant policy shift as Beijing seeks to

manage record outbound shipments and ease

mounting trade tensions. The Ministry of Commerce

said exporters of around 300 steel products—including

billets, hot-rolled coil and some stainless steel items—

will be required to apply for licenses based on export

contracts and quality inspection certificates.

The move follows an exceptional year for Chinese steel

exports. Shipments in the first 11 months of 2025

exceeded 107 million tons and are on track to hit a

new annual record, despite expectations that rising

protectionism and anti-dumping measures would curb

overseas sales. Robust steel exports have helped offset

weak domestic demand caused by the prolonged

property sector downturn, but they have also fueled

complaints from trading partners that cheap Chinese

steel is distorting global markets.

While the ministry did not give an explicit rationale for

the new rules, industry bodies framed the measure as

a way to “maintain a balance of global supply and

demand.” Analysts caution that the immediate impact

may be limited, as licenses are not expected to be

difficult to obtain. However, they note that the system

lays the groundwork for tighter controls in the future

should trade frictions intensify.

The policy also reflects broader domestic concerns.

Large volumes of semi-finished, low value-added steel

exports have drawn criticism within China for wasting

resources such as iron ore and energy, at a time when

Beijing is pushing industrial upgrading and greener

growth. [Bloomberg] [Reuters]

China: Local governments ordered to clear

arrears as debt risks mount

(ms) China has ordered local governments to clear

smaller outstanding payments owed to companies by

the end of December, a move aimed at shoring up

business confidence as economic pressures intensify.
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Speaking in Beijing on December 14, National

Development and Reform Commission, it was stated

that all arrears below CNY 500,000 (around USD

70,800) must be settled before year-end, describing

unpaid bills as a major drag on the business

environment.

The directive addresses a long-running problem in

China’s political economy. For years, local governments

and their affiliated entities have relied on private

contractors for infrastructure, public services and

cultural projects, but fiscal strains—exacerbated by the

property downturn and falling land-sale revenues—

have left many unable or unwilling to pay on time. In

recent months, public anger has grown after reports of

business owners being harassed or detained for

demanding payment, underscoring how arrears have

become both an economic and social issue.

[Bloomberg]

Estimates suggest local government-related entities

owe companies more than CNY 10 trillion (USD 1.4

trillion), equivalent to about 7 per cent of China’s GDP.

To tackle the backlog, policymakers are weighing

broader measures, including encouraging state lenders

and policy banks to provide financing so local

authorities can clear debts, with a longer-term target

of resolving the bulk of arrears by 2027. President Xi

Jinping has warned that delayed payments risk eroding

trust in the authorities and could cripple private firms,

particularly small and medium-sized enterprises with

limited cash buffers.

The year-end push to clear smaller debts is likely to

offer immediate relief to some companies, but it also

highlights deeper structural tensions. Clearing arrears

does not address the underlying causes of local

government debt, nor the heavy reliance on off-budget

financing. Analysts caution that shifting the burden

onto state banks may stabilize businesses in the short

term, but could increase financial risks elsewhere,

raising questions about how sustainable China’s debt

management strategy will be over the longer run.

[South China Morning Post]

China: EV battery giants expand into

shipbuilding as green transition gains

pace

(mis) China’s leading electric vehicle battery makers are

extending their activities beyond the automotive sector

and into shipbuilding. Contemporary Amperex

Technology (CATL) and Gotion High-Tech have begun

supplying battery systems for new-energy vessels.
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CATL, the world’s largest EV battery producer, said its

self-developed pure electric vessel is expected to

operate on ocean routes within three years, marking a

step beyond its earlier focus on inland and river

shipping. Gotion, which is backed by the Volkswagen

Group, announced that its battery packs have proven

capable of powering a container ship with a capacity of

132 standard containers, while supporting swap

technology, allowing vessels to swiftly exchange spent

battery packed for charged ones. The vessel has been

certified by the China Classification Society.

So far, most battery-powered ships supplied by CATL

have operated on rivers, with the company saying it

has delivered batteries to around 900 vessels. One

example cited was China’s first pure-electric cruise

ship, which has been in operation since mid-2025.

CATL said its battery deliveries currently account for

about 40 percent of the global electric vessel market.

The growing international footprint of both companies

has also drawn political scrutiny abroad. In July 2025, a

group of U.S. Republican lawmakers called for CATL

and Gotion to be added to a U.S. import-ban list under

the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act, citing

allegations of forced labor. Gotion rejected the

accusations. Volkswagen, which holds nearly 25

percent of Gotion, said its compliance rules also apply

to its Chinese partner, while noting that Gotion at that

time had no plans for U.S. projects or exports. CATL

and Ford did not immediately comment on the

allegations. [Wall Street Journal]

Industry observers quoted in the report said the

involvement of battery makers in electric container

vessels highlights China’s growing influence in global

shipbuilding, while cautioning that it remains uncertain

how quickly large international shipping companies will

adopt electric-powered ships. [South China Morning

Post]

China: Home prices extend declines in

November as property downturn persists

(ms/mis) China’s housing market remained under

pressure in November, with official data pointing to

continued price declines and limited signs of a

recovery in demand, despite policy efforts aimed at

stabilising the sector.

Based on figures from the National Bureau of

Statistics, new home prices fell 0.4 percent month-on-

month in November, following a 0.5 percent decline in

October. On an annual basis, prices were 2.4 percent
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lower, compared with a 2.2 percent fall a month

earlier. Price weakness was also evident in the

secondary housing market, where year-on-year

declines widened across first-, second- and third-tier

cities.

Separate official data showed that property

investment, new construction starts and home sales by

floor area all continued to contract in the first 11

months of the year, underscoring subdued activity

across the sector. Analysts attribute the persistent

weakness to a combination of excess supply, cautious

buyer sentiment and ongoing financial strain among

developers.

These structural pressures have again come into focus

through developments at China Vanke, one of the

country’s largest and most closely watched property

developers. The state-backed firm is seeking renewed

bondholder approval to delay repayment of an

onshore bond worth 2 billion yuan, after an initial

proposal to extend the payment by one year failed to

secure the required level of support. The bond is due

this week and currently carries a five-business-day

grace period. [Reuters 1] [Reuters 2] [Reuters 3]

The episode has renewed concerns about the broader

property sector, particularly because Vanke is around

30 percent owned by state-owned Shenzhen Metro

Group and has long been seen as one of the sector’s

more stable players. A default by Vanke, analysts

caution, could further undermine confidence and raise

questions about the extent of official support even for

so-called “safe” developers. Combined with continued

price declines and weak demand, the situation

highlights how China’s property downturn remains

unresolved despite repeated policy commitments to

stabilise the market. [Reuters 1] [Channel News Asia]

China: Expanded unmanned warfare

capabilities with new aerial and undersea

drone platforms

(ms/mis) China is testing new generations of

unmanned military platforms that could significantly

expand the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) reach and

strike options, according to recent reporting by

defense analysts and Chinese state media. Alongside

advances in aerial drones, US-based defense outlet

Naval News reported on December 13 that China

appears to be developing Extra-Extra-Large Unmanned

Underwater Vehicles (XXLUUVs) – submarine drones

potentially capable of travelling more than 10,000

nautical miles, a range that could allow them to reach
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distant targets such as the US west coast or strategic

chokepoints like the Panama Canal. [Naval News]

The underwater drones are believed to be larger than

comparable systems elsewhere and could carry sea

mines or up to a dozen torpedoes. Analysts say their

unmanned nature would give Beijing “low-risk” options

for threatening ports and maritime infrastructure while

limiting the political and human costs associated with

crewed platforms. Satellite imagery and exhibition

models suggest at least two prototypes were tested in

the South China Sea in September. [Naval News]

[South China Morning Post 1]

Progress is also evident in China’s aerial drone

capabilities. State media confirmed the maiden flight

of the Jiu Tian on December 11, a large unmanned

“drone carrier” designed to deploy swarms of smaller

drones or loitering munitions for intelligence,

surveillance, electronic warfare and saturation attacks.

Days later, on December 15, China’s latest high-

altitude, long-endurance stealth drone, the CH-7,

completed its maiden flight in northwestern China,

entering a broader flight-test phase that will include

performance verification and payload validation.

[South China Morning Post 3] [Global Times]

According to official reports, the CH-7 is built around a

tailless flying-wing configuration to maximize low

observability while maintaining aerodynamic

performance. Designers highlighted features such as

air intakes positioned on top of the fuselage and a

semi-concealed exhaust nozzle. Fang Shuai, one of the

drone’s designers, described the current version as a

“high-speed reconnaissance aircraft” intended to

penetrate target areas and use stealth to relay

battlefield information to manned aircraft and long-

range strike forces for target guidance. [South China

Morning Post 3] [Global Times]

Taken together, advances in long-range underwater

drones, swarm-enabled aerial platforms and stealth

reconnaissance UAVs suggest a wider evolution in

China’s military approach toward unmanned,

extended-reach and networked operations. These

capabilities are consistent with Beijing’s focus on

asymmetric warfare and anti-access/area-denial

concepts, especially in potential contingencies

involving the United States and its allies and are

expected to intensify international attention on the

expanding role of autonomous weapons in future

conflicts. [Naval News] [South China Morning Post 1]

[South China Morning Post 2]
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China-Hong Kong: Media tycoon Jimmy Lai

convicted in national security trial after 5

years of detention

(ms) A Hong Kong court on December 15 found media

tycoon Jimmy Lai, who has been detained since

December 2020 (more than 1,800 days), guilty in the

city’s highest-profile prosecution under the Beijing-

imposed national security law, convicting the 78-year-

old of two counts of conspiring to collude with foreign

forces and a third count of sedition under a revived

colonial-era law. The court also convicted three

companies linked to Lai’s now-shuttered tabloid Apple

Daily—Apple Daily Ltd, Apple Daily Printing Ltd, and AD

Internet Ltd—of conspiring to publish seditious

publications and to commit foreign collusion. [full

verdict]

The court said a four-day mitigation hearing will be

held on January 12, 2026, when the case will move

toward sentencing. Lai faces penalties that can reach

life imprisonment.

Prosecutors said Lai used Apple Daily to push foreign

governments to impose sanctions, blockades or other

“hostile activities” against Hong Kong and China, and to

inflame hostility toward Beijing and Hong Kong

authorities through published commentary. The

judges’ ruling cited evidence including media

appearances and communications and concluded that

Lai’s calls for foreign pressure did not stop after the

national security law took effect in 2020 but shifted “in

form rather than in substance.” The court also

described relevant Apple Daily pieces as “objectively

seditious,” saying they were written to make readers

view the government with “hatred and contempt,” and

emphasized Lai’s “extensive” foreign connections,

including meetings in Washington in 2019 with senior

US officials such as then–Vice President Mike Pence

and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo.

Lai’s defense argued that his public comments

amounted to political analysis, not a request for

sanctions, and that publishers should receive broader

protection under press-freedom guarantees. The

judges, however, called Lai’s testimony “evasive” and

“unreliable,” and said his ultimate aim was to seek the

downfall of the Chinese Communist Party, even at the

expense of Hong Kong and mainland interests.

The verdict lands amid wider controversy over Hong

Kong’s security architecture. Beijing inserted the 2020

national security law into Hong Kong’s mini-

constitution after the 2019 protests, criminalizing

broadly defined offences such as subversion,

secession, terrorism and foreign collusion. Critics—

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-tr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-tr/


including rights NGOs, some Western governments

and UN voices—have long argued the definitions are

expansive enough to blur the line between genuine

security threats and peaceful political expression, with

the near-total conviction rate in national security cases

cited as evidence of a heavily tilted enforcement

environment. Authorities counter that the laws are

necessary to “close loopholes,” deter foreign

interference and restore stability.

Hong Kong police national security officials welcomed

the conviction as “justice served,” saying Lai exploited

media influence and overseas ties for political ends.

Rights groups, by contrast, condemned the ruling as a

milestone in the rebranding of journalism and dissent

as security crimes—especially after Article 23, Hong

Kong’s homegrown security law enacted on March 23,

2024, widened the state’s tools further with tougher

offences and extended detention powers. [BBC]

[CNBC] [Hong Kong Free Press] [The Guardian]

China-Hong Kong: Democratic Party votes

to disband, ending decades of opposition

politics

(ms/mis) Hong Kong’s long-standing opposition

Democratic Party has voted to disband and enter

liquidation, bringing to an end more than 30 years of

political activity in the city. The decision was confirmed

at a vote held on December 14 at the party’s

headquarters in Prince Edward. Of the 121 members

who took part, 117 supported the resolution, no votes

were cast against it, and four members abstained,

finalizing a process first proposed in February. [Hong

Kong Free Press]

Founded in the mid-1990s, the Democratic Party was

for years the largest opposition force in the Legislative

Council, holding up to 13 seats in 1998. It was widely

regarded as a moderate liberal party that pushed for

democratic reform while maintaining dialogue with

Beijing and the Hong Kong authorities. Its willingness

to negotiate with Beijing saw some of its proposals

incorporated into the 2010 political reform package, a

move that later drew criticism from more radical

democracy advocates but underscored the party’s

pragmatic approach. [Politico]

The party’s influence declined sharply following the

mass pro-democracy protests of 2019 and the

subsequent imposition of the national security law in

2020. Under the law, numerous opposition politicians,

activists and journalists were arrested, while civil

society organizations and independent media outlets
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were shut down. Several former Democratic Party

leaders and members have since been detained under

national security provisions. According to party

veterans, numerous members had been warned by

Chinese officials or intermediaries that failure to

disband could lead to severe consequences, including

possible arrest. [China.Table in German]

The Democratic Party’s closure follows the dissolution

of nearly all major opposition parties and civil society

groups in recent years, marking the near-complete

disappearance of organized pro-democracy politics

from Hong Kong’s formal political landscape and

reinforcing concerns about the long-term future of

political pluralism in the city.

China-Hong Kong: National security police

arrest nine over alleged military-style

“illegal drills”

(ms) Hong Kong national security police have arrested

nine men aged between 20 and 25 for allegedly

organizing and participating in military-style training

without authorization, in the first reported use of the

“illegal drilling” offence under the Safeguarding

National Security Ordinance, also known as Article 23.

Police said the arrests were made on December 12

following an investigation triggered by a tip-off earlier

this year. According to Steve Li, chief superintendent of

the National Security Department, officers believe the

group conducted combat-style training inside an

industrial unit in San Po Kong, including firearm

handling, knife drills, combat techniques and

communications exercises.

Authorities said the group began training in early 2024

and cited intelligence suggesting one suspect had

discussed using combat skills against police officers or

government supporters if protests similar to those in

2019 were to re-emerge. Police also pointed to the

suspects’ appearance at a recent memorial site

wearing clothing associated with past protests as a

sign of what they described as “latent unrest”.

The case marks a significant expansion of enforcement

under Article 23, which was enacted in March 2024

after being fast-tracked through an opposition-free

legislature. The law grants police sweeping powers,

including extended pre-charge detention and

restrictions on access to legal counsel. Critics, including

human rights groups, Western governments and UN

experts, have warned that its broadly defined offences

— such as “illegal drilling” — risk criminalizing a wide
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range of activities and further shrinking space for

dissent. [Hong Kong Free Press]

Japan: Lower House approves record 2025

supplemental budget

(dql) The Lower House has approved a record JPY 18.3

trillion (USD 118 billion) supplementary budget for the

current fiscal year, clearing the way for enactment

during the ongoing Diet session and sending the bill to

the Upper House for final deliberation. The package,

backed by the ruling coalition of the conservative

Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and the center-right

Japan Innovation Party (JIP) and parts of the

opposition, is intended to fund Prime Minister Sanae

Takaichi’s latest economic stimulus, even as concerns

persist over Japan’s already fragile fiscal position.

The budget focuses on easing the impact of rising

living costs through measures such as electricity and

gas subsidies, cash support for households, and

assistance to municipalities facing higher food prices.

At the same time, it seeks to stimulate growth by

channeling investment into strategic sectors including

artificial intelligence, semiconductors, and

shipbuilding, which the government frames as

essential to economic resilience and national security.

Defense-related spending is also included to accelerate

progress toward the target of raising defense outlays

to 2 percent of GDP.

More than 60 percent of the budget will be financed

through new government bond issuance, heightening

worries about fiscal sustainability and contributing to

market volatility, including a weaker yen and higher

long-term interest rates.

Critics, particularly from the Constitutional Democratic

Party of Japan, the main opposition party, argue that

the stimulus is overly expansive, lacks clear priorities,

and provides insufficient support for middle- and low-

income households. The government counters that the

package is necessary to counter inflation, shift Japan

toward growth, and safeguard stability in an

increasingly uncertain global environment.

The bill now moves to the Upper House, where final

questioning and a vote are expected before the Diet

session ends, amid continued political friction over

unrelated reform legislation. [The Mainichi] [NHK]

Ruling coalition delays controversial Lower House seat

reduction bill
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Meanwhile, the ruling LDP-JIP coalition has decided to

delay a controversial bill to reduce the number of

Lower House seats after realizing it lacks enough

support in the current extraordinary Diet session. The

legislation, submitted on December 5, seeks to reduce

the size of the Lower House by about 10 percent—over

45 seats. The proposal, a condition of the October

LDP–JIP coalition agreement that helped secure LDP

leader Sanae Takaichi’s election as prime minister, is

presented as a major political reform tied to

demographic decline and demands for a leaner

legislature (see AiR No. 49, December/2025, 2).

However, it faced strong criticism from opposition

parties as hasty and poorly planned, particularly over a

provision stipulates that, if no cross-party consensus

on the specifics of the seat reduction is reached within

a year, 25 single-member districts and 20 proportional

representation seats will be eliminated by default.

Coalition leaders plan to reassess the bill and likely

resubmit it during the regular Diet session next year,

possibly with revisions aimed at winning Upper House

support. [The Asahi Shimbun]

The coalition has only a narrow majority—233 out of

465 seats—in the Lower House and lacks control of the

Upper House, meaning it must either attract

opposition votes or secure a two-thirds majority in a

potential second vote—both uncertain prospects.

Japan: Ruling coalition opens formal talks

on easing arms export rules 

(dql) The ruling conservative Liberal Democratic Party

(LDP) and its center-right coalition partner Japan

Innovation Party (JIP) have begun formal negotiations

on revising the country’s weapons export rules, holding

their first working-level meeting on December 15 to

review the implementation guidelines of the “Three

Principles on Transfer of Defense Equipment and

Technology.”

Introduced in 2014 under then–Prime Minister Shinzo

Abe as a replacement for Japan’s long-standing

postwar ban on weapons exports, the “Three

Principles” allow limited transfers of defense

equipment and technology under three core

conditions: exports must not violate international

treaties or UN resolutions; they must not go to

countries involved in active conflict; and they must

contribute to Japan’s security or international peace,

with strict controls on end use and third-party

transfers.
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The talks follow an earlier political agreement to lift

restrictions that limit arms exports to five non-combat

purposes. While both parties reaffirmed their intent to

abolish the “five-categories” rule and to compile a joint

coalition proposal by February—potentially enabling

guideline changes as early as April—they remain

divided over safeguards.

The “five-categories” rule is an additional constraint

embedded in Japan’s implementation guidelines for

the “Three Principles”. It limits weapons exports to five

non-combat purposes including rescue, transportation,

vigilance, surveillance, and minesweeping.

JIP favors a broad framework that would, in principle,

allow exports of lethal weapons through case-by-case

approvals, including to countries under unlawful

invasion. The LDP is pressing for stricter screening,

tighter criteria for recipient states, and higher-level

authorization for highly lethal systems. [The Asahi

Shimbun] [Japan Today]

The LDP-JIP talks follows the recent export of Patriot

missile interceptors to the U.S. (see AiR No. 47,

November/2025, 4), enabled by 2023 rule changes

allowing Japanese-made weapons under foreign

licenses to be shipped to licenser countries.

Japan: Government rice voucher plan

faces backlash

(dql) Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi’s proposal to have

municipalities distribute “rice vouchers” as part of an

inflation-relief package has triggered pushback from

local leaders and critics, who argue the scheme may

inadvertently sustain high rice prices rather than ease

living costs.

Opponents question the efficiency of the vouchers,

noting administrative costs reduce their face value and

warning that subsidies tied to purchases could distort

market dynamics. Resistance has grown amid claims

that the program disproportionately benefits a small

number of agricultural industry groups.

The policy marks a shift away from the previous

government’s strategy of lowering prices through

releasing stockpiles and boosting production. While

farm minister Norikazu Suzuki has denied any

intention to influence prices and promised to cut

administrative costs, skepticism remains among

municipalities, some of which have refused to

participate.
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The debate coincides with parliamentary approval of a

large supplemental budget aimed at cushioning

households from inflation. [The Mainichi]

Separately, Japan’s two main agricultural groups will

cut the price of rice coupons sold to municipalities,

lowering them from the standard JPY 500 to around

JPY 477–JPY 490 by reducing production and

administrative costs.

Zenbeihan, which dominates the market, plans to start

issuing cheaper coupons from late December, while

Zen-noh has announced similar reductions. Each

coupon can be used to buy JPY 440 worth of rice, with

the remaining margin covering printing and handling

costs.

The move follows the government’s decision to expand

grants to local governments so they can distribute rice

coupons as part of broader measures to offset rising

living costs. The coupons will be valid until September

2026. [The Japan Times]

Japan: Supreme Court to review rare

ruling upholding same-sex marriage ban

(dql) Same-sex couples challenging Japan’s prohibition

on same-sex marriage have escalated their case to the

Supreme Court, contesting a rare appellate ruling that

upheld the ban. The Tokyo High Court’s decision—

alone among six similar high-court judgments

nationwide—found the current legal framework

reasonable, concluding that Japan’s marriage system is

oriented toward child-rearing by heterosexual couples

and that constitutional marriage rights do not extend

to same-sex partners (see AiR No. 48, December/2025,

1).

The plaintiffs, represented by attorney Takako Uesugi,

rejected the ruling as an outlier and urged the

Supreme Court to declare the ban unconstitutional. A

unified, nationwide ruling from the top court is

expected next year. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Auto workers aim for another

strong pay hike in 2026

(dql) The Confederation of Japan Automobile Workers’

Unions (JAW), representing 784,000 employees at

companies including Toyota and Honda as well as

parts suppliers, plans to seek monthly base pay

increases of JPY 12,000 (USD 77) or more for 2026,
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mirroring this year’s demand. The target equates to

roughly a 5 percent boost in base salaries for smaller

firms, excluding built-in seniority-based raises.

In 2025, JAW negotiated an average base increase of

JPY 9,520 yen (USD 61), which, combined with regular

raises, brought total pay growth to JPY 12,886 (USD 83),

marking the largest rise since 1976. The auto sector,

which employs over 5 million people nationwide, often

sets the benchmark for wage negotiations across

Japan.

The broader labor confederation Rengo, of which JAW

is a member, is seeking overall wage growth of at least

5 percent in 2026, including a minimum 3 percent rise

in base pay, following an average 5.25 percent increase

this year—the biggest in 34 years. These developments

are closely monitored by the Bank of Japan, which

considers wage trends when shaping monetary policy.

[Reuters] [Nippon.com]

Japan: Business sentiment edges up to

four-year high as concerns persist

(ay) Business confidence among large Japanese

manufacturers rose to a four-year high in December,

with the Bank of Japan’s “tankan” survey—Japan’s

quarterly top-tier business confidence survey—,

showing the headline index edging up to +15 from +14,

marking a third consecutive quarterly improvement.

The results strengthen market expectations that the

BOJ will raise interest rates at its Dec. 18–19 policy

meeting.

Nonmanufacturers’ sentiment remained elevated at

+34, though their outlook weakened amid fragile

domestic demand and falling real wages. Large firms

plan to increase capital spending by 12.6 percent this

fiscal year and have reported continued ability to pass

higher costs on to consumers, as inflation expectations

stay above 2 percent. Labor shortages persist, while

sentiment among medium-sized and small firms

deteriorated further.

Geopolitical risks, including strained Japan–China

relations and U.S. tariff pressures, added uncertainty,

weighing particularly on service-sector industries such

as retail, tourism and business services. [CNA] [Nikkei

Asia]
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Japan: Central bank set to raise policy

rate to 30-year high

(ay) The Bank of Japan is expected to raise its short-

term policy rate to 0.75 percent from 0.5 percent at its

policy meeting concluding on 19 December, marking

the highest level in roughly 30 years. The move would

be the second rate hike this year and a further step in

Governor Kazuo Ueda’s effort to normalize monetary

policy after decades of ultra-loose conditions, despite

headwinds from U.S. tariffs and domestic political

uncertainty.

The anticipated hike reflects the BOJ’s growing

confidence that Japan is sustaining a wage–inflation

cycle, with branch offices reporting expectations of

continued strong wage growth in 2026 amid persistent

labor shortages. While policymakers are expected to

signal further gradual rate increases, they are likely to

avoid committing to a specific pace, citing sensitivity to

economic conditions and risks of renewed yen

weakness. The BOJ estimates the neutral interest rate

range at one percent to 2.5 percent, indicating further

tightening ahead. Officials have stressed coordination

with the government to prevent excessive yen declines

that could exacerbate import-driven inflation and

strain household finances. [Reuters]

Japan: Defense ministry eyes record

budget

(dql) Japan is preparing a record defense budget of

roughly JPY 9 trillion (USD 58 billion) for fiscal 2026,

reflecting a rapid shift toward stronger military

capabilities amid rising pressure from China and North

Korea and growing expectations from the United

States.  The planned spending would fund long-range

and hypersonic missiles, enhanced air and missile

defense, and a new layered coastal defense system

relying heavily on drones.

This budget forms part of Japan’s five-year military

buildup and reflects Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi’s

pledge to accelerate the increase of defense outlays to

2 percent of GDP—breaking decisively with decades of

self-imposed restraint. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Defense ministry secures Okinawa

island land for radar deployment amid

China tensions
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(dql) Japan has moved to strengthen surveillance of

Chinese military activity by securing land on a remote

eastern island in Okinawa to deploy a new radar unit.

The defense ministry has signed a lease with the local

village on Kitadaito Island, with construction planned

from next year and a small contingent of personnel to

be stationed there.

The deployment comes amid heightened Japan–China

tensions, which have intensified following Prime

Minister Sanae Takaichi’s statement that a Chinese

attack on Taiwan could qualify as a situation

threatening Japan’s survival. Beijing reacted sharply

with diplomatic and economic measures. [Anadolu

Ajansı]

Okinawa sits at the heart of Japan’s Ryukyu island

chain and occupies a pivotal position along the so-

called “First Island Chain,” which runs from Japan

through Taiwan to the Philippines. Its location makes it

a key chokepoint limiting China’s access to the wider

Pacific and a cornerstone of US military presence in the

Indo-Pacific. As the host of the majority of US forces

stationed in Japan, Okinawa is central to US–China

strategic rivalry and is viewed as both indispensable to

regional deterrence and a potential flashpoint,

particularly in any Taiwan-related contingency.

Mongolia: Government orders strict

budget savings, adopts new measures to

boost coal export efficiency

(fs) At its regular session on December 10, the Cabinet

approved a set of directives aimed at tightening fiscal

discipline and improving budget management.

On the one hand, Prime Minister Gombojavyn

Zandanshatar instructed budget governors and

provincial and city leaders to reduce non-essential

expenditures, ensure efficient allocation based on

revenue performance, and prioritize mandatory items

such as salaries, social insurance contributions, welfare

payments, loan interest, and essential operating costs

for schools, hospitals, and emergency services.

State bodies were ordered to refrain from organizing

New Year events or institutional anniversaries using

public funds, and to suspend certain expenses,

including in-person conferences, domestic and foreign

travel, fuel costs, hospitality, and one-time bonuses,

until the end of 2025. Procurement of furniture,

equipment, and office supplies will also be halted.

Agencies were told to move the financing of some
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programs to the next fiscal year and to avoid new

service contracts.

The Cabinet also adopted measures to improve coal

export logistics at the Gashuunsukhait border between

China and Mongolia. Daily vehicle throughput has

reached about 1,400, contributing to 41.2 million tons

of coal exported in the first 11 months of 2025.

Furthermore, the Oyu Tolgoi dedicated road, built to

export the massive copper-gold mine's output from

the South Gobi region of Mongolia to the

Gashuunsukhait border, will now accommodate coal

transport, enabling passage for more than 1,500 trucks

per day. The government expects these steps to

enhance transport efficiency and increase export

volumes. [Sonin, in Mongolian]

Mongolia: Government to accelerate

implementation of National Anti-

Corruption Program

(fs) A working group responsible for expediting the

implementation of Mongolia’s National Anti-Corruption

Program met on December 9 to review ongoing anti-

corruption measures and discussed progress in

preventing conflicts of interest.

Established under a directive from the Prime Minister

Gombojavyn Zandanshatar, the group aims to

strengthen the justice system, curb corruption and

abuse of office, improve the legal framework for

preventing conflicts of interest, and address the factors

behind Mongolia’s declining performance in

Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions

Index (see AiR No. 7, February/2025, 3). The directive

also calls for reducing bureaucratic barriers, protecting

investor rights, and improving the overall business

environment.

Zandanshatar additionally announced that 2026 will be

designated the Year of Strengthening Discipline and

Accountability in the Civil Service, announcing the

launch of the Phase II of the Mongolian Institutional

Integrity and Transparency (MINT) Project, which aims

to improve investigation and prosecution of corruption

cases in the country. [Montsame]

US Ambassador to Mongolia Richard Buangan

welcomed the MINT, emphasizing the United States'

commitment to strengthening good governance and

combating corruption in the region. He noted that the

project will enhance Mongolia's capacity for

international legal cooperation in complex case
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investigations and asset recovery. [US Embassy in

Mongolia]

Mongolia: Central Bank keeps policy rate

unchanged

(fs) The Monetary Policy Committee of the Central

Bank of Mongolia decided to maintain the policy rate

at 12 percent during its latest meeting, citing current

economic conditions, financial market stability, and

external risks. The rate has now remained unchanged

for five consecutive meetings since a two-percentage-

point increase in March (see AiR No. 11, March/2025,

3).

The committee also approved several measures

concerning pension-backed loans, including excluding

equivalent loan amounts from required reserve

calculations, allowing a one-time extension of loan

maturities up to 36 months without reclassifying assets

if monthly repayment burdens are reduced, and

lowering the risk weight for such loans from 150

percent to 100 percent.

Annual inflation in November reached 8.2 percent

nationwide and 8.7 percent in Ulaanbaatar, driven

partly by increases in government-regulated service

prices. While food inflation accelerated due to poor

harvests and stable meat prices, wage growth has

raised medium-term inflation expectations. The central

bank expects inflation to return to its target range in

2026. [Bloomberg TV]

North Korea: Rocket launches conducted

(dql) North Korea conducted a series of rocket

launches toward the northern Yellow Sea on

December 9, coinciding with a major ruling party

meeting led by Kim Jong-un. South Korea reported

about ten rockets, likely fired from 240mm multiple

rocket launchers, and stressed that Seoul and nearby

areas were within range, emphasizing readiness under

a combined South Korea-U.S. defense posture. Officials

suggested the launches may be part of North Korea’s

routine winter military exercises. [Anadolu Ajansı]

In parallel, the regime has accelerated preparations for

its Ninth Party Congress, convening an enlarged three-

day plenary meeting of the ruling Workers’ Party eighth

Central Committee on December 9, presided over by

Kim and attended by senior officials, military leaders,
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and provincial authorities. [KCNA] [Korea JoongAng

Daily]

The session focused on reviewing state policy

implementation and finalizing the agenda for

Congress, which is expected to be held in January or

February next year and will likely set North Korea’s

political, economic, and military roadmap for the

coming five years.

Kim called for stricter discipline and praised the

military. He criticized officials for “wrong ideological

viewpoints” and “irresponsible” conduct, implicitly

targeting corruption and inefficiency, while urging

greater confidence and commitment to the state’s

goals.

He also lauded North Korean troops fighting alongside

Russia in Ukraine, highlighting their role in projecting

the regime’s prestige internationally, amid reports that

Pyongyang receives financial, military, and logistical

support from Moscow in return.

Kim’s remarks come as despite overtures from South

Korean President Lee Jae Myung to improve ties,

Pyongyang has not responded, maintaining a posture

focused on internal consolidation and external

deterrence. [Channel News Asia]

The date of the congress was not announced.

Observers expect key points of the congress to include

the possible formalization of “Kim Jong-un-ism” as state

ideology, a revival of the state presidency system,

codification of the “two-state theory” in inter-Korean

relations, and internal reforms targeting party

discipline, corruption, and administrative restructuring.

Overall, the session reflects a domestically focused,

preparatory phase ahead of a politically and

strategically significant gathering. [The Korea Herald]

North Korea: Missile engine test facility

upgrades point to continued ICBM

development

(dql) North Korea has upgraded key missile engine

testing facilities, signaling continued development of

its next-generation intercontinental ballistic missiles

despite earlier claims that major engine tests were

complete.

Satellite imagery shows a new enclosed, movable

shelter over a solid-fuel engine test stand and

additional infrastructure improvements, suggesting

preparations for further testing, possibly for the
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untested Hwasong-20 ICBM or even larger future

systems. Enhancements at a nearby liquid-fuel test site

also point to ongoing work on other strategic

programs, potentially including long-delayed military

satellites. [NK News][The Mirror]

North Korea: Kim Jong-un acknowledges

troop mine-clearing mission in Russia,

soldiers’ deaths

(co/dql) North Korean leader Kim Jong-un has

acknowledged that North Korean soldiers were

deployed to Russia to clear landmines, offering a rare

glimpse into Pyongyang’s involvement in the Russia–

Ukraine war.

The admission was made during a ceremony in

Pyongyang on December 13 welcoming troops who

had served in Ukraine. Praising an engineering

regiment’s return, Kim highlighted that the soldiers

“wrote letters to their hometowns and villages during

breaks from mine-clearing.” [KCNA]

In a parallel confirmation, the governor of Russia’s

Kursk region, Alexander Khinshtein, publicly thanked

North Korean troops for their role in mine-clearing

operations. Engineers from the 528th Engineering-

Sapper Regiment reportedly cleared nearly 42,400

hectares and neutralized over 1.5 million explosives.

[Anadolu Ajansı]

According to South Korean and Western intelligence

agencies, thousands of North Korean soldiers have

been sent to support Russia’s nearly four-year

invasion. In return, North Korea is reported to receive

financial assistance, military technology, as well as

food and energy supplies, enabling the isolated regime

to mitigate the impact of international sanctions on its

nuclear and missile programs. [The Guardian]

Kim also mourned nine soldiers killed while serving in

Russia, marking the first official disclosure of casualties

linked to Pyongyang’s involvement in the Ukraine war.

State media showed Kim consoling wounded troops

and bereaved families at a high-profile ceremony for

engineering units recently returned from mine-clearing

operations in Russia’s Kursk region.

Analysts say the rare acknowledgement of deaths was

intended to highlight North Korea’s tangible

contribution to Russia’s war effort, strengthen

domestic morale, and signal expectations of greater

compensation from Moscow, including energy supplies

and technology transfers. The event also underscored
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Pyongyang’s intent to sustain and potentially expand

military cooperation with Russia beyond the battlefield,

including a role in post-war reconstruction. [SCMP]

[CNN]

South Korea: Political polarization

deepens as opposition filibusters and calls

for special counsel escalate

(dql/co) South Korea’s political divide has intensified as

the main opposition People Power Party (PPP) carried

out filibusters in the National Assembly last week,

demanding a special counsel probe into bribery claims

against ruling Democratic Party (DP) lawmakers.

On December 12, the DP-dominated Assembly ended a

PPP filibuster on amendments to the Criminal

Procedure Act, but the opposition immediately

launched another filibuster targeting revisions to the

Banking Act.

Tensions escalated when Speaker Woo Won-shik, who

resigned from the DP upon his election, cut off a PPP

lawmaker’s microphone during debate, citing

procedural violations. The opposition accused him of

bias and called for his resignation, while the DP filed

disciplinary motions against PPP members for

obstructing proceedings. [KBS]

The conflict deepened as the PPP demanded a special

counsel probe into alleged financial links between DP

lawmakers and the Unification Church. The DP rejected

the move as politically motivated, insisting that any

alleged misconduct be handled through normal legal

channels. [The Korea Herald ]

The Unification Church has come under heightened

scrutiny recently. The intensified focus stems from

reports that financial records linked to individuals

affiliated with the church are being investigated for

possible political influence or illicit contributions.

Specifically, suspicions have emerged that current and

former DP lawmakers may have received money or

other benefits from church-linked sources in ways that

could violate political funding laws.

On December 11, President Lee Jae-myung accepted

the resignation of Oceans Minister Chun Jae-soo, who

stepped down to focus on disproving allegations of

receiving illegal payments linked to the Unification

Church. Chun denied the claims as “completely false”

and said he resigned to avoid disrupting his ministry’s

work and the government. [Reuters]
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The scrutiny of the Unification Church is broader. Its

leader, Han Hak-ja, is on trial for allegedly bribing

former first lady Kim Keon-hee for business favors.

[France 24]

Former PPP Floor Leader Kweon Seong-dong has been

charged with accepting KRW 100 million (USD 70,000)

in illicit funds during the 2022 presidential election

campaign. Kweon has been in custody since

September. [The Korea Herald 2]

In the latest development, on December 15, police

have escalated their investigation into alleged bribery

by the Unification Church, conducting coordinated

raids on church sites, lawmakers’ offices, and

detention centers holding church leaders. The probe

targets high-profile figures across party lines, including

next to Chun also ex-lawmakers Lim Jong-seong of the

DP and Kim Kyu-hwan of the United Future Party, for

receiving cash and luxury gifts allegedly linked to

political influence.

The investigation involves detailed financial tracking,

including scrutiny of KRW 28 billion (USD 19 million)

previously discovered in Han Hak-ja’s safe, and

examines allegations of bias by the special counsel

team. [The Korea Herald 3]

South Korea: Martial law plot was Yoon’s

plan all along, investigation finds

(dql/co) A 180-day special counsel investigation

concluded that former South Korean President Yoon

Suk Yeol planned and prepared his December 3, 2024,

martial law declaration over more than a year with the

goal of eliminating political opponents and

consolidating power. Yoon, five former cabinet

members, 18 other officials, and top military leaders

have been indicted for various charges, including

insurrection, obstruction of justice, aiding an enemy,

and perjury.

The probe found that Yoon orchestrated military

maneuvers—including sending drones to provoke

North Korea—intended to justify martial law. The plan

failed to elicit a military response, partly because

Pyongyang was preoccupied with supporting Russia’s

war in Ukraine.

Yoon also attempted to label lawmakers’ political

activities as “anti-state” to suppress opposition. The

investigation, further, revealed Yoon’s efforts to

manipulate military appointments and plans for a

martial law command structure, while his motivations
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included consolidating control over the legislature and

judiciary.

Preparations began as early as October 2023, long

before martial law was declared, and were driven

primarily by Yoon’s desire for political power. The

probe also identified attempts to fabricate evidence to

support false claims of election fraud following the

2024 parliamentary elections.

In total, the special counsel investigated 215 cases,

targeting high-ranking officials, military leaders, and

aides linked to Yoon’s martial law plan. [The Korea

Herald] [Al Jazeera] [SCMP]

South Korea: USD 3 billion foundry plan

aims to boost AI chip leadership

(dql) The government plans to invest KRW 4.5 trillion

(USD 3.06 billion) in a new semiconductor foundry,

combining state and private funds, to strengthen its

position in the global chip market amid rising demand

for AI chips. President Lee Jae-myung met with top

chipmakers, including Samsung and SK Hynix, and

policymakers to discuss boosting memory chip

leadership, expanding fabless design, and developing

logic chip capabilities where South Korea lags behind

Taiwanese and U.S. firms.

The proposed 12-inch, 40-nanometre foundry would

support local fabless companies in producing legacy

chips for automotive, data center, and other

applications. The government also aims to secure

domestic production of defense-related

semiconductors, which currently rely on 99 percent of

imports, potentially mandating priority use of locally

made chips in national security infrastructure.

A presidential semiconductor committee will be

created to coordinate national chip policies. Officials

framed these initiatives as crucial for South Korea’s

technological competitiveness, describing the sector as

a geopolitical battleground among the U.S., China,

Europe, and Japan. [Reuters]

In parallel, the National Assembly’s Legislation and

Judiciary Committee approved on December 10 the

“Semiconductor Special Law”, aimed at strengthening

the competitiveness and innovative capacity of the

country’s chip industry, while dropping a controversial

proposal to exempt semiconductor firms from the 52-

hour workweek limit.
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The legislation provides for the establishment of a

presidential committee on industrial competitiveness,

the designation of semiconductor clusters, and

expanded state investment in critical infrastructure

such as electricity, water supply, and transport

networks. It also accelerates project approvals by

streamlining preliminary feasibility studies, including

priority selection and possible exemptions. In addition,

the law creates a dedicated semiconductor fund that

will operate through 2036. [Korea JoongAng Daily]

Despite clearing the Legislation and Judiciary

Committee, the bill’s final approval in a National

Assembly plenary session remains uncertain. Amid

intensifying political polarization between the ruling

Democratic Party and the main opposition People

Power Party (see article above), deepening procedural

confrontation has led to the widespread use of

filibusters, disrupting parliamentary proceedings and

creating uncertainty over legislative timetables,

including delays to final votes even on broadly

supported bills. [Chosun Biz]

The Legislation and Judiciary Committee serves as a

key gatekeeper in South Korea’s lawmaking process,

reviewing bills for constitutional and legal consistency,

acting as the final screening stage before legislation

reaches a plenary vote, overseeing judicial institutions,

and wielding significant power to delay, amend, or

block legislation—earning it a reputation as the

Assembly’s “upper gate.”

South Korea conducts live-fire drills near

Northern Limit Line

(dql) On December 16, South Korea’s military

conducted live-fire artillery drills near the Northern

Limit Line (NLL), firing over 100 rounds from K9 self-

propelled howitzers at targets in waters south of the

NLL.

A maritime boundary in the Yellow Sea that separates

the waters controlled by South Korea and North Korea,

the NLL was unilaterally established by the United

Nations Command (UNC) in 1953 following the Korean

War armistice to prevent naval clashes. North Korea

has never officially recognized it.

The exercise, carried out by the Sixth Marine Brigade

and Yeonpyeong unit, was described as routine

defensive training. It took place amid North Korea’s

continued silence to Seoul’s proposal for inter-Korean

military talks issued on November 17.
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This marks the third live-fire drill in the northwest

islands region since President Lee Jae Myung took

office in June, reflecting Seoul’s intent to maintain

readiness amid stalled inter-Korean dialogue. [Korea

JoongAng Daily]

In parallel, South Korea completed deployment of the

Korean Tactical Surface-to-Surface Missile (KTSSM or

“Thunder”), a precision strike system targeting North

Korea’s long-range artillery and command facilities.

The KTSSM forms a key part of Seoul’s “Kill Chain” pre-

emptive strike strategy to neutralize threats to the

capital region quickly. Officials say the deployment

strengthens Seoul’s operational capabilities and

reinforces its core deterrence system. [Yonhap News

Agency]

South Korea: U.S. firm to provide

advanced upgraded aircraft identification

systems for fighter jets

(dql) Korea Aerospace Industries (KAI)— South Korea’s

national aerospace and defense company—has

contracted BAE Systems Inc., the U.S. subsidiary of

British defense firm BAE Systems, for USD 11 million to

supply updated Identification Friend or Foe (IFF)

equipment for the KF-21 fighter.

The APX-127(V)1 combined interrogator transponder

will replace the current APX-126(V) system on flight-

test aircraft and is scheduled for delivery in 2026 for

integration and certification.

South Korea has ordered 40 KF-21 aircraft, with

deliveries to the Republic of Korea Air Force starting

next year. BAE notes that the new IFF system enhances

combat identification, air superiority, and

interoperability with U.S. and allied forces, while its

open-system architecture allows future software

upgrades without costly hardware modifications.

[Flight Global]

South Korea: Repatriation and arrests

surge as government cracks down on

scam crimes in Cambodia

(dql) South Korea has intensified efforts to combat

crimes targeting its nationals in Cambodia, resulting in

the arrest of 46 suspects and the repatriation of 107

others in October and November. Cumulatively, 154

have been arrested and 123 repatriated as of
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November, up sharply from September figures.

Meanwhile, reports of missing or abducted South

Koreans in Cambodia fell by over 80 percent, from 93

in October to 17 in November.

President Lee Jae-myung’s government coordinated a

multi-agency response, including dispatching a task

force, setting up an eight-agency headquarters, and

negotiating with Cambodian authorities. This led to the

creation of a help desk in a Cambodian police station

to assist Korean nationals.

The crackdown follows a widely-covered case in which

a 22-year-old South Korean man was lured by a fake

job offer and killed. [The Korea Herald 4]

Taiwan: Ruling party backs Cabinet

countermeasures as fiscal standoff in

legislature deepens

(yl) The ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)

caucus pledged full support for Cabinet

countermeasures against opposition-backed

amendments that would increase revenue transfers to

local governments and reverse elements of pension

reform, arguing the laws are fiscally unsustainable and

potentially unconstitutional. The pledge followed a

closed-door meeting between President Lai Ching-te

and DPP lawmakers.

The Cabinet has warned that implementing the

revenue allocation amendment would drive central

government borrowing beyond the legal debt ceiling

for the 2026 budget. With the Constitutional Court

currently unable to function due to a lack of confirmed

justices, the administration is exploring options such

as refusing to countersign or declining to execute the

legislation. Observers note that this standoff

underscores the broader political impasse in Taiwan,

highlighting the deep polarization between the

government, the ruling party, and the opposition.

Adding to the deadlock, Legislative Speaker Han Kuo-

yu of the main opposition party, the Kuomintang

(KMT), declined President Lai’s invitation to attend a

cross-branch meeting on the fiscal challenges posed by

the amendments, despite earlier signaling openness to

dialogue. The Presidential Office expressed surprise at

the decision, as tensions continue to rise between the

executive and opposition-controlled Legislature. [Focus

Taiwan 1] [Focus Taiwan 2] [Taipei Times]

Subsequently, Premier Cho Jung-tai publicly defended

the unprecedented refusal to countersign the

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-or/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-oy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-oy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-oj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-ot/


legislation as a constitutional safeguard, drawing sharp

criticism from opposition parties who accused the

executive of overreach. [Focus Taiwan 3]

Taiwan: Opposition-controlled legislature

passes bill reversing 2018 pension reform

(yl) Taiwan’s Legislature approved opposition

Kuomintang (KMT)-proposed amendments to partially

roll back the pension reform introduced in 2018,

restoring higher income replacement ratios for retired

civil servants and public-school teachers and ending

the planned decade-long reduction schedule. Under

the revised law, replacement ratios will return to 2023

levels and be adjusted upward when cumulative

inflation exceeds 5 percent.

The amendments passed narrowly along party lines,

with the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) voting

against the changes. The Cabinet warned that the

revisions would undermine pension fund

sustainability, accelerate fund depletion, and shift

future shortfalls onto taxpayers. Government agencies

said the administration would consider legal and

constitutional avenues to challenge the legislation.

[Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Independence-leaning parties

form alliance for 2026 local elections

(dql) Four Taiwan-based, independence-leaning parties

—the New Power Party, Taiwan Statebuilding Party,

Taiwan Obasang Political Equality Party, and Green

Party Taiwan—have launched the “Taiwan Go Go

Front” alliance to contest the 2026 local elections.

The coalition pledges to consolidate resources, oppose

pro-China forces, and act as a “reliable third force” to

provide oversight of the dominant ruling Democratic

Progressive Party and the main opposition party, the

Kuomintang.

The parties aim to strengthen local governance,

promote social justice, environmental and labor

reforms, and counter perceived threats from China.

[Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Taipei Court begins oral

arguments in former Mayor Ko Wen-je’s
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corruption case

(dql) The Taipei District Court has started oral

arguments in the corruption case involving former

Taipei Mayor Ko Wen-je, Core Pacific Group Chair

Sheen Ching-jing, Taipei City Councilor Ying Hsiao-wei,

and 11 others.

Prosecutors allege that Ko approved substantial

changes to the Core Pacific City project, including

raising the floor area ratio from 560 percent to 840

percent, favoring Sheen’s requests after 2020.

Prosecutors also allege he accepted NTD 17.1 million

(USD 544,000) in bribes and embezzled political

donations, linked to a sharp increase in the project’s

floor area ratio. Ko faces up to 28.5 years in prison,

with other defendants facing similar sentences.

The three-day hearing began with prosecutors

presenting embezzlement and bribery allegations,

followed by defense arguments scheduled for Ko,

Sheen, and Ying. [Taiwan News]

Ko, founder and former chairman of the opposition

Taiwan People’s Party, rejected the charges as

politically driven, urging the court to focus on evidence

rather than conjecture. [Taipei Times]

Core Pacific City was a large shopping mall in Taipei’s

Songshan District, opened in 2001. It featured

extensive retail space across multiple floors before

closing in 2019 due to declining business. The current

Core Pacific City redevelopment project involves

replacing the former mall with a new high‑end

commercial complex called Core Pacific Plaza—a

cluster of four modern office towers with underground

levels. This redevelopment has involved efforts to

significantly increase the floor area ratio (FAR) (the

allowable building size relative to land area), a key

focus of the corruption allegations against Ko.

Taiwan: Government highlights progress

on gender equality in latest CEDAW report

(yl) Taiwan’s latest Convention on the Elimination of All

Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)

national report shows that women held over 40

percent of legislative seats in 2024, the highest share in

Asia, and that Taiwan ranked first in Asia and sixth

globally in the OECD Social Institutions and Gender

Index in 2023.

The report, approved by the Department of Gender

Equality from the cabinet, outlines progress from 2021
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to 2024, including strengthened legal protections

through the Stalking and Harassment Prevention Act

and amendments to domestic violence legislation.

Taiwan implemented the CEDAW Enforcement Act in

2012, requiring periodic national reports despite not

being a UN member. Following UN review procedures,

five international experts will visit Taiwan in July 2026

to assess the report, with participation from local

experts and civil society groups. [Focus Taiwan]

[Executive Yaun (Cabinet)]

Taiwan: Human rights groups criticize

government’s proposed amendment on

prison law 

(dql) The Ministry of Justice has proposed amendments

to the Prison Act that would bar parole for individuals

sentenced to ten or more years for murder, attempted

murder, or fatal child abuse. The draft follows public

outrage over the 2024 death of a 1-year-old child due

to abuse, with protests demanding stronger child

protections and harsher sentences. Premier Cho Jung-

tai defended the measures as necessary to deter

violent crime and uphold social justice.

Human rights groups oppose the amendments,

arguing they violate human dignity, undermine

rehabilitation, and may conflict with international

human rights standards such as the European

Convention on Human Rights. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Taiwan Water Corp. resumes

water intake from Keelung River after oil

spill

(acl) On December 10, state-run Taiwan Water Corp.

(TWC) announced that it would resume water intake

from the Keelung River beginning December 11,

following an oil spill that occurred in late November.

The company said recent tests confirm that the water

meets drinking-water standards.

The incident affected around 180,0000 households.

Regarding future pollution-prevention measures, the

Ministry of Environment’s Department of Water Quality

Protection, said Keelung authorities will establish a

specialized inspection team responsible for identifying

pollution hot spots, monitoring land use in water-

source protection areas, and strengthening patrols of

potential contamination sources.
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Since the incident, 65 businesses have been inspected,

eight sampled, and two reported as of December 9. 

[Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Defense budget blocked in

parliament amid calls for presidential

address

(dql/yl) President Lai Ching-te’s proposed NTD 1.25

trillion (USD 40 billion) eight-year defense budget was

blocked from the legislative agenda for a second time,

as lawmakers of the opposition parties, the

Kuomintang (KMT) and the Taiwan People’s Party (TPP)

demanded he deliver a state-of-the-nation address to

explain the plan. Opposition parties criticized the

proposal for lacking detail, relying on debt financing,

and potentially crowding out social spending.

Ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) lawmakers

called the demand unconstitutional, noting past

amendments requiring a presidential report had been

struck down, and urged the budget to be reviewed

through committee processes. Opposition legislators

countered that Lai had not fulfilled campaign promises

to report on major policies, highlighting public

concerns over transparency regarding defense

procurement. [Taiwan News]

Adding to the deadlock, the KMT has asked

prosecutors to investigate the Ministry of National

Defense (MND) over alleged irregularities in recent

defense procurement contracts, questioning whether

winning bidders were qualified to supply sensitive

military materials.

A KMT local councilor filed a complaint alleging that a

NTD 205.2 million (USD 6.54 million) ammunition

primer contract awarded in 2024 to a Tainan-based

trading company may have violated anti-corruption

and procurement laws, citing the firm’s recent

expansion of its registered business scope shortly

before winning the tender.

The ministry rejected the allegations, stating that the

procurement process complied with the Government

Procurement Act and that the contracted goods were

delivered ahead of schedule and accepted by the

military.

Defense Minister Wellington Koo said any qualified

international trading company is permitted to bid,

provided it meets export licensing and manufacturer's

documentation requirements. The company involved

has denied wrongdoing and said it will pursue legal
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action against the accuser of defamation. [Focus

Taiwan]

Taiwan: Army begins live-fire training for

second batch of Abrams tanks

(dql) Taiwan’s Army has started live-fire conversion

training for the second batch of 42 Abrams tanks,

which arrived in July and are deployed at the

Kengzikou proving grounds.

Training includes day and night firing with main

cannons and machine guns at static and moving

targets, both stationary and on the move. A graduation

ceremony is planned for January, followed by

commissioning into combat-ready status.

The third batch of 28 tanks will arrive in early January

and undergo the same training.

The Abrams tank program, part of a NTD 40.52 billion

(USD 1.31 billion) procurement of 108 tanks from the

US, is expected to strengthen Taiwan’s armored

capabilities, enhancing deterrence and operational

readiness amid growing cross-strait security pressures.

[Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Air Force to equip F-16 jets with

ground collision avoidance systems by

2028

(dql) Taiwan’s Air Force plans to complete the

installation of automatic ground collision avoidance

systems on its F-16 jets by 2028. The upgrade comes

after a recent training incident in which a pilot briefly

lost consciousness due to G-forces but regained

control safely.

The system, included in the 66 new F-16V jets from the

US, prevents controlled flight into terrain by

automatically adjusting the aircraft’s trajectory if a pilot

becomes unresponsive. [Taiwan News 1]

Meanwhile, the Navy announced that the delivery of

the indigenous Narwhal submarine is over two months

behind schedule. CSBC Corporation Taiwan, the

shipbuilder, has not yet begun the shallow- and deep-

diving phases of sea acceptance tests. The submarine

returned to dock for adjustments to ensure crew

safety before continuing testing. [Taiwan News 2]
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Taiwan: Conscription exemptions

tightened

(dql) The defense ministry has unveiled draft

amendments to its conscription regulations, narrowing

exemption criteria, formalizing alternative service, and

overhauling eligibility for regular service.

Exemptions will now be limited to men with a BMI over

45—130 kg for a 170 cm adult male—or height under

144 cm, while previously eligible conditions such as flat

feet and moderate hypertension without organ

damage will lead to alternative service.

The draft also reclassifies transgender and intersex

individuals from exemption to alternative service,

sparking backlash from rights groups over

preparedness and gender-inclusive facilities.

The changes respond to high exemption rates, draft-

dodging scandals involving celebrities and young men,

and the extension of compulsory service from four

months to one year. Alternative service will be divided

into Grade A and Grade B based on workload and

physical demands, with an initial period of military-

style training. [Taiwan News] [SCMP]
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legacy of 1971 independence war

(lm) Bangladesh marked Victory Day on December 16,

commemorating the country’s independence from

Pakistan following the conclusion of the nine-month

Liberation War in December 1971. State leaders,

including President Mohammed Shahabuddin and

interim leader Muhammad Yunus, led official

commemorations centered on honoring those killed

during the war. The interim government framed the

anniversary as both a commemoration of the 1971 war

and a moment to link the legacy of independence to

current reform efforts following the mass uprising of

July 2024, which led to the collapse of the previous

Awami League government. [The Daily Star 1] [The

Daily Star 2]

In official messages, President Shahabuddin

emphasized that the objectives of the Liberation War

extended beyond political independence to economic

emancipation and social justice, noting that these goals

remain incomplete. Yunus, who heads the interim

administration, portrayed the 2024 uprising as

reopening a path toward democratic governance and

institutional reform. In a nationally broadcast address,

he warned of attempts by what he described as

“defeated fascist forces” to destabilize the country

ahead of elections scheduled for February 2026,

including through targeted violence. [The Daily Star 3]

The Victory Day commemorations followed

immediately after renewed controversy surrounding

the interpretation of events at the end of the 1971 war.

On December 14, during Martyred Intellectuals Day—

which commemorates the abduction and killing of

academics, journalists, writers, and professionals in

the final days of the Liberation War—senior figures of

Jamaat-e-Islami, Bangladesh’s largest Islamist party,

publicly challenged the long-established account of

those killings.

At public events, Jamaat-e-Islami leaders claimed that

Indian forces and intelligence agencies, rather than

Pakistani troops and their local auxiliary militias, were

responsible for the mass killing of intellectuals in

December 1971. They argued that Indian forces had

already secured Dhaka by that stage and called for a

new inquiry into the events. These claims marked a

direct challenge to the dominant historical narrative

and to prior judicial findings in Bangladesh. [The Daily

Star 4]

The prevailing historical and legal record holds that the

killings were carried out by Al-Badr, a paramilitary

force that operated as an auxiliary to the Pakistani

army and drew heavily from Islami Chhatra Sangha,
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the then student wing of Jamaat-e-Islami. The targeting

of intellectuals is widely understood as an attempt to

undermine the leadership and institutional capacity of

a future independent Bangladesh. Bangladesh’s

International Crimes Tribunal, a domestic court

established under a 1973 law to prosecute crimes

committed during the war, has repeatedly affirmed

this account in past verdicts, including in cases that

resulted in death sentences for convicted participants.

Bangladesh: February 2026 election

formalized despite stalled reforms and

growing security concerns

(lm) On December 11, Bangladesh’s Election

Commission formally announced that the country will

hold its 13th national parliamentary election on

February 12, 2026, alongside a nationwide referendum

on the “July Charter”, a reform blueprint drafted after

the student-led mass uprising of August 2024 that

ended the long rule of the Awami League government

and forced longtime Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina to

flee abroad. The announcement marked the formal

start of the electoral process after more than a year of

political transition under an interim administration led

by Muhammad Yunus, which has struggled to balance

stability with promised institutional reforms. [Al

Jazeera]

In a televised address, Chief Election Commissioner

AMM Nasir Uddin confirmed that the twin vote would

decide both the composition of the next parliament

and whether the July Charter becomes the basis for

restructuring the state. The charter proposes limiting

executive power, strengthening judicial independence,

reinforcing the Election Commission, and preventing

the political misuse of law-enforcement agencies. The

Election Commission also released a detailed

timetable, with nominations due by December 29,

2025, campaigning formally beginning on January 22,

2026, and polling extended on election day to allow

voters to cast both parliamentary and referendum

ballots. Authorities expect around 128 million voters to

participate nationwide. [The Daily Star 1]

The announcement marked a turning point after more

than a year of interim rule, but it came amid growing

public criticism that promised reforms have stalled.

Leaders and members of several government-

appointed reform commissions—covering anti-

corruption, elections, media, labour, and governance—

said this week that many of their core

recommendations have not been implemented,

despite the political opening created by the uprising.
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Speaking at the launch of a civil society–run

Bangladesh Reform Tracker, commission

representatives described resistance to reform from

within political parties, the bureaucracy, and other elite

networks, and warned that key changes risk remaining

symbolic rather than structural. [The Daily Star 2]

Moreover, the political field ahead of the election

remains unsettled. The Awami League, which governed

Bangladesh for roughly two decades prior to its

removal in 2024, remains barred from contesting. The

contest is expected to be dominated by its main rival,

the Bangladesh Nationalist Party, alongside Jamaat-e-

Islami, the country’s largest Islamist party, which is

preparing a return to electoral politics after years of

exclusion. New political groupings linked to the 2024

uprising have also emerged but continue to face

challenges in translating protest-era mobilization into

nationwide electoral strength. Intense alliance-building

and seat-sharing negotiations are underway across the

political spectrum. [The Daily Star 3]

Institutional uncertainty has been further underlined

by President Mohammed Shahabuddin’s

announcement that he intends to resign after the

February election. While the presidency is largely

ceremonial in Bangladesh’s parliamentary system, the

office gained symbolic importance after parliament

was dissolved in 2024, making the president the last

standing constitutional authority during the transition.

Shahabuddin cited deteriorating relations with the

interim government, administrative marginalization,

and the removal of presidential symbols from overseas

missions, while stressing that the military leadership

has reaffirmed its commitment to democratic

transition and non-intervention. [The Daily Star 4]

Alongside political uncertainty, security concerns have

intensified ahead of the vote. A recent daylight

shooting targeting an independent parliamentary

aspirant linked to the July 2024 uprising has sharpened

public anxiety over law and order in the pre-election

period. The incident has been widely interpreted as

emblematic of a broader resurgence of organized

crime, targeted violence, and political intimidation in

several urban areas. [Dhaka Tribune 1] [The Daily Star

5] [The Daily Star 6]

Police have opened an attempted murder case and

made multiple arrests, while the interim government

has pledged a rapid investigation and announced a

nationwide security operation aimed at recovering

illegal weapons and disrupting armed networks.

[Dhaka Tribune 2]
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Authorities acknowledge that not all firearms looted

from police facilities during the 2024 unrest have been

recovered. Police and rights group data indicate

increases over the past year in murders, kidnappings,

robberies, mob violence, and attacks on law

enforcement personnel. [The Daily Star 7]

Bangladesh: Courts and Election

Commission tighten rules ahead of

February 2026 vote

(lm) The High Court Division of the Supreme Court of

Bangladesh has upheld a recently amended provision

of the Representation of the People Order (RPO)

requiring political parties to contest national elections

using their own party symbols, even when they are

part of an electoral alliance. The ruling, delivered on

December 11, removes a key legal challenge to the

electoral framework ahead of the February 12, 2026,

parliamentary election and referendum, reinforcing

the interim authorities’ emphasis on stricter

procedural rules for the upcoming vote.

The court discharged a rule it had issued on December

1, which had asked the government and the Election

Commission to explain why the amended provision

should not be declared unconstitutional. With the rule

discharged, the amendment—introduced by ordinance

on November 3—remains in force. Under the revised

framework, alliance members can no longer contest

elections using a common or partner party’s symbol, a

practice that had previously allowed coalitions to

coordinate electoral strategies and provided smaller

parties with greater visibility.

Supporters of the amendment argue that the change

promotes clearer voter choice and greater

transparency by ensuring that each party competes

under its own identity. Critics, however, contend that it

constrains political freedoms and disadvantages

smaller parties that traditionally rely on alliance

symbols to compensate for limited organizational

reach. A further appeal to the Appellate Division of the

Supreme Court is expected. [The Daily Star 1]

In parallel, the Election Commission has issued a series

of circulars aimed at tightening candidate eligibility and

campaign oversight. Most notably, it has formally

clarified that any individual against whom formal

charges have been framed under the International

Crimes (Tribunals) Act, 1973 is disqualified from

contesting parliamentary elections or continuing as a

member of parliament. These tribunals are domestic

courts established to prosecute crimes against
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humanity committed during Bangladesh’s 1971 war of

independence and, more recently, cases linked to the

violent unrest surrounding the 2024 uprising. The

disqualification applies once charges are formally

submitted, not merely at the investigation stage. The

clarification follows confusion created by an earlier

post-schedule circular that listed constitutional and

electoral law disqualifications but did not explicitly

reference this provision, despite it being part of

existing law. [The Daily Star 2] [The Daily Star 3]

The Commission has also reinforced other eligibility

and procedural rules. Candidates may not contest in

more than three constituencies simultaneously; any

individual submitting nominations in more than three

seats will see all nominations declared invalid.

Individuals holding an “office of profit”—that is, full-

time positions within the state or state-controlled

bodies—remain ineligible unless they resign in

accordance with the law. This requirement applies to

local government leaders, mayors, and officials of

government or government-funded institutions,

including those posted at Bangladesh missions abroad.

On campaign finance, the Election Commission has

strengthened disclosure and monitoring requirements.

Candidates or their election agents must open a

dedicated bank account for campaign expenditures,

with all election-related spending—aside from limited

personal expenses—channeled through that account.

Nomination papers must be accompanied by

declarations detailing projected sources of campaign

funds, as well as comprehensive statements of assets,

liabilities, and annual income and expenditure, in line

with updated election conduct rules. [Dhaka Tribune 1]

Finally, the Commission has published a revised

gazette finalizing the redrawing of boundaries for all

300 parliamentary constituencies, following binding

rulings by the High Court and Appellate Division. As a

result of these court-mandated adjustments, one

parliamentary seat has been added to Bagerhat

district, while Gazipur district loses one. [Dhaka

Tribune 2]

Bangladesh: Exiled opposition leader to

return as main opposition reorganizes

ahead of 2026 elections

(lm) A senior opposition leader who has directed

Bangladesh’s main opposition party from abroad for

nearly two decades is scheduled to return to Dhaka on

December 25, a move expected to reshape opposition
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politics as the country prepares for parliamentary

elections in February 2026. [Dhaka Tribune]

The individual, Tarique Rahman, has served as acting

head of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), one of

Bangladesh’s two dominant political parties since the

early 1990s and the principal rival of the Awami

League, which governed until it was ousted by mass

unrest in August 2024. Rahman left Bangladesh in

2008 during a period of military-backed caretaker rule

after being arrested amid a sweeping anti-corruption

drive. He later travelled to the United Kingdom for

medical treatment and has remained there, leading

the party in exile.

Following the 2024 uprising that ended the long rule of

former prime minister Sheikh Hasina and forced her to

flee the country, several court verdicts against Rahman

were overturned or resolved through legal processes.

These developments removed the principal legal

barriers to his return and set the stage for his re-entry

into domestic politics.

His homecoming comes at a sensitive moment for the

opposition. The party’s chairperson and former prime

minister Khaleda Zia—Rahman’s mother—has been in

intensive care in Dhaka for weeks with no

improvement in her critical condition. Earlier efforts to

transfer her abroad for treatment have stalled,

prolonging uncertainty over the party’s leadership

structure. During this period, Rahman continued to

coordinate political strategy remotely, while his wife

travelled to Dhaka and has been closely involved in

medical consultations [see AiR No. 49, December/2025,

2]. [The Daily Star]

The timing is also significant in electoral terms.

Bangladesh’s Election Commission has announced that

national parliamentary elections will be held in

February 2026, marking the first general election since

the 2024 uprising and the subsequent interim

administration. Senior figures in the Bangladesh

Nationalist Party have said Rahman’s return is

intended to allow direct, on-the-ground leadership as

the party reorganizes and develops its campaign

strategy after years of operating under exile-based

direction.

Bangladesh: Two student-linked advisers

resign from interim government

(lm) On December 11, Asif Mahmud Shojib Bhuyain

and Mahfuj Alam submitted their resignations from

Bangladesh’s interim government advisory council.
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Both advisers handed their resignation letters to Chief

Adviser Muhammad Yunus, who accepted them and

publicly acknowledged their role in the July 2024

student-led uprising that led to the collapse of the

previous government and the formation of the interim

administration.

Asif Mahmud, who served as adviser for Local

Government, Rural Development and Cooperatives as

well as Youth and Sports, was a prominent coordinator

of the Anti-Discrimination Student Movement and had

been appointed as a student representative to the

advisory council after the interim government took

office in August 2024. He has confirmed his intention

to contest the upcoming election, signaling a transition

from interim governance to partisan politics, a move

that had drawn criticism from opposition parties—

particularly the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)—

which argued that the continued presence of student

leaders in government created a conflict of interest

ahead of the polls.

Mahfuj Alam, who most recently served as Information

Adviser, was appointed to the cabinet in February 2025

following the earlier resignation of another student

leader. He has not yet publicly stated whether he will

contest the election. With their departures, the

advisory council no longer includes any

representatives directly associated with the student

movement that propelled the interim government into

office.

Following the resignations, the government

immediately reassigned ministerial responsibilities to

ensure continuity. Adviser Adilur Rahman Khan

assumed charge of the local government portfolio, Asif

Nazrul took over the youth and sports portfolio, and

Syeda Rizwana Hasan was assigned responsibility for

Information and Broadcasting. [The Daily Star 1] [The

Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: Legal proceedings advance

against former leadership and family-

linked figures

(lm) Bangladesh’s legal process related to alleged

abuses and corruption connected to the 2024 uprising

continued to advance over the past days, with

developments involving former top officials as well as

individuals linked by family or political association to

ousted Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina.

The prosecution has appealed to the Appellate Division

of the Supreme Court to upgrade the life sentences
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imposed on Hasina and former home minister

Asaduzzaman Khan Kamal to capital punishment. The

appeal challenges part of the verdict delivered on

November 17 by International Crimes Tribunal-1,

which convicted both of crimes against humanity

committed during the July uprising. While the tribunal

imposed death sentences on one major charge, it

sentenced them to imprisonment until natural death

on another. Prosecutors argue that, under the

International Crimes (Tribunal) Act of 1973, all such

offences are eligible for the death penalty and that the

scale of the violence—more than 1,400 deaths and

over 25,000 injuries—warrants the maximum

sentence. The appeal was filed within the statutory 30-

day period, and prosecutors said the law provides for

disposal within 60 days. [The Daily Star 1] [Dhaka

Tribune]

In related proceedings, International Crimes Tribunal-1

on December 11 ordered public notices to be issued

directing Sajeeb Wazed Joy, the son of Sheikh Hasina,

to appear before the tribunal by December 17 in

connection with a crimes-against-humanity case linked

to the July events. Prosecutors told the court that Joy is

currently abroad and that an arrest warrant could not

be executed. The tribunal scheduled December 17 for

charge-framing hearings in his case. The same date

has been set for charge-framing hearings in separate

crimes-against-humanity cases against Salman F

Rahman, a former adviser to Hasina, and Anisul Huq, a

former law minister, both of whom are in custody. [The

Daily Star 2]

Separately, on December 12, the Anti-Corruption

Commission approved a charge sheet against Tulip

Siddiq, a British Member of Parliament and Hasina’s

niece, in a case alleging she unlawfully obtained a

residential flat in Dhaka in exchange for undue

benefits. The commission said property and municipal

records indicate the flat has been registered in her

name since the early 2000s and that investigators

allege the acquisition was concealed through false

declarations. The case was filed in April and proceeded

after a related investigation against a former planning

official was halted following a court-ordered stay. [The

Daily Star 3]

Bangladesh: Supreme Court adjourns

hearing on 15th amendment appeals until

after election

(lm) The Appellate Division of the Supreme Court of

Bangladesh has adjourned hearings on multiple

appeals challenging the 15th constitutional
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amendment—the amendment that abolished

Bangladesh’s caretaker government system—until

March 5, 2026, postponing a ruling until after the

February 12 parliamentary election. The chief justice

stated that a new Appellate Division bench, to be

constituted after the election, will hear the matter.

The 15th amendment, adopted by parliament in June

2011, repealed the 13th amendment, which since 1996

had required national elections to be conducted under

a neutral caretaker administration. Beyond abolishing

the caretaker system, the amendment also introduced

changes affecting election timing, constitutional

symbolism, and the mandate of the war crimes

tribunal.

The appeals arise from a December 2024 ruling of the

Supreme Court’s High Court Division, which partially

invalidated elements of the 15th amendment by

restoring provisions allowing referendums on

constitutional amendments, while leaving intact the

abolition of the caretaker government system. That

ruling was subsequently appealed to the Appellate

Division. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: High Court dismisses petition

seeking removal of police chief

(lm) On December 15, Bangladesh’s High Court

dismissed a writ petition seeking the removal of

Inspector General of Police Baharul Alam, after the

petitioner’s lawyer failed to appear for the hearing. The

petition had argued that Alam should be removed

because his name appears in a report by the National

Independent Investigation Commission reinvestigating

the 2009 mutiny at the headquarters of the then

Bangladesh Rifles, a paramilitary border force now

known as Border Guard Bangladesh. The court’s order

was procedural in nature, and it did not examine the

substantive allegations raised in the petition. As a

result, the Inspector General of Police remains in

office. [Dhaka Tribune]

The case is linked to the interim government’s renewed

examination of the February 25–26, 2009, mutiny at

the Pilkhana compound in Dhaka, one of Bangladesh’s

most serious internal security crises, in which 74

people—most of them army officers—were killed. In

December 2024, the interim administration

established the National Independent Investigation

Commission to re-examine the events, identify

perpetrators and facilitators, and assess the role of

political authorities, security agencies, and intelligence

actors. The commission submitted its report to Chief
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Adviser Muhammad Yunus on November 30, and its

mandate was subsequently extended until December 7

to allow further work. [AiR No. 49, December/2025, 2]

Bangladesh: Complaint filed against

Supreme Court justice over alleged

misconduct

(lm) A formal complaint has been submitted to

Bangladesh’s Supreme Judicial Council against

Appellate Division Justice Md Ashfaqul Islam, alleging

misconduct, corruption, and abuse of judicial

authority.

According to the submission, the complainants accuse

Justice Islam of illegally accumulating wealth, delivering

verdicts in exchange for money, issuing rulings

designed to favor the former Awami League

government, and acquiring assets allegedly

inconsistent with his known sources of income. The

complaint further alleges that, during his tenure in the

High Court Division, he operated informal syndicates

with certain lawyers and used expedited procedures,

including short-rule issuance, to fast-track cases in

return for bribes.

The filing also raises concerns about political influence,

alleging that Justice Islam was elevated to the Appellate

Division in December 2022 on the recommendation of

senior figures linked to the then-ruling Awami League.

It claims that his judicial conduct demonstrated

ideological alignment with the government in power

after 2018, including rulings said to have supported or

prolonged authoritarian governance. The complaint

additionally references his family background, noting

that his late father held senior positions under a past

military regime and later joined the Awami League.

[Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Government issues gazette

establishing police commission, but

retains control over rule-making

(lm) Bangladesh’s interim government has issued a

gazette formally establishing a Police Commission,

creating a new body tasked with recommending

measures to improve discipline, accountability, and

effectiveness within the police force.

The five-member commission will be chaired by a

retired judge of the Supreme Court of Bangladesh,
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drawn from either the Appellate Division or the High

Court Division. It will also include representatives from

the civil service, academia, human rights, and the

police. At least two members must be women.

The commission is mandated to monitor police

operations, review matters relating to arrests,

interrogations, and use of force, handle public

complaints against police, and recommend reforms in

line with national and international human rights

standards. It will also recommend a shortlist of

candidates for inspector general of police.

Appointments will be made by the president based on

recommendations from a government-formed

selection committee. While the commission may

propose reforms and regulations, the gazette states

that government approval is required for any

regulations to take effect. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Anti-terrorism law applied in

cases involving two journalists

(lm) Bangladeshi authorities have initiated anti-

terrorism proceedings against two journalists in

separate cases, highlighting the expanding application

of counterterrorism legislation in a politically sensitive

environment following last year’s change of

government.

Journalist Anis Alamgir was detained and placed under

police remand in connection with allegations that his

social media posts and televised commentary

contributed to security threats and potential acts of

violence. The case links his public statements to

warnings about possible attacks on symbolic and

sensitive locations associated with the interim

government, including the residence of Chief Adviser

Muhammad Yunus. Authorities allege that such

messaging contributed to instability and may have

encouraged banned political groups to engage in

violent or conspiratorial activity. Alamgir has rejected

the allegations, stating that his remarks fell within the

scope of journalistic scrutiny and political commentary,

and that he has been critical of all governments

regardless of party affiliation. [The Daily Star 1] [The

Daily Star 2] [The Daily Star 3] [The Daily Star 4]

Separately, a Dhaka court has placed senior journalist

Shaukat Mahmood on a five-day police remand in an

ongoing anti-terrorism investigation. Mahmood is a

former president of the Jatiya Press Club, a leading

professional body for journalists, and the secretary

general of Janata Party Bangladesh, a minor political
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party. He was arrested earlier this month and is being

held as a suspect, though he is not formally named as

an accused in the case’s first information report. Police

had sought a longer remand period, but the court

limited custodial interrogation to five days.

Mahmood’s case originates from an anti-terrorism

investigation launched in mid-September, following the

arrest of a Bangladeshi-born United States citizen

accused of involvement in an alleged plot to overthrow

the interim government that has governed the country

since the collapse of the previous administration in

August 2024. That interim government has framed

several high-profile investigations as necessary to

safeguard national security and constitutional order.

[The Daily Star 4]

Bangladesh: Human rights groups and UN

officials warn of deepening violence and

limited reform one year after uprising

(lm) Human rights organizations and United Nations

officials have issued stark warnings about Bangladesh’s

human rights trajectory in 2025, citing persistent

violence, weak accountability, and only partial

implementation of post-uprising reforms, despite the

interim government’s pledges following the political

upheaval of August 2024 that culminated in the ouster

of longtime Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina.

At public events in Dhaka on December 10–11,

marking Human Rights Day 2025 and the launch of a

digital archive documenting the 2024 uprising,

representatives of the Human Rights Support Society

(HRSS) and the UN Human Rights Office in Bangladesh

offered a mixed but largely pessimistic assessment.

HRSS argued that the opportunity to meaningfully

improve rights protection after the uprising has been

undermined by divisive politics and continued abuses

by security and law-enforcement agencies. While

acknowledging a decline in officially reported enforced

disappearances and so-called “crossfire” incidents,

HRSS cited ongoing custodial torture, deaths in

custody, extrajudicial killings, and violent suppression

of public demands. [The Daily Star 1]

These concerns were reinforced by HRSS’s Human

Rights Observation Report 2025, which covers

developments from January to November 2025. The

report documents a sharp rise in mob violence, with at

least 156 people killed and 242 injured in 276

incidents, averaging roughly 14 deaths per month.

HRSS data show a clear upward trend in mob-related

killings compared with previous years. The report also
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records 31 deaths linked to clashes with law

enforcement or alleged torture in custody and 80

deaths in prisons nationwide.

Political violence remained widespread. HRSS recorded

852 incidents resulting in 80 deaths and more than

4,500 injuries, driven largely by internal conflicts within

the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)—the main

opposition force—as well as clashes involving the

Awami League, which dominated government for two

decades before its removal in 2024, and Jamaat-e-

Islami, an Islamist party historically aligned with

opposition coalitions.

The report highlights a severe deterioration in press

freedom. At least 293 attacks on journalists were

documented, including two deaths, more than 250

injuries, dozens of cases of harassment and threats,

and multiple arrests. HRSS also pointed to the growing

use of digital security legislation, including the Cyber

Security Act 2023 and the Cyber Protection Ordinance

2025, against journalists and critics. Sexual violence

was another major concern, with 1,909 women and

girls subjected to sexual violence, including 789 rape

cases, more than half involving minors. [The Daily Star

2]

UN officials broadly echoed these findings. The

outgoing head of the UN Human Rights Office in

Bangladesh described government follow-up on the

UN fact-finding report into July’s human rights

violations as uneven. While welcoming swift legal steps

—such as the enactment of a law criminalizing

enforced disappearances and moves toward judicial

and police reform—UN representatives stressed that

key structural recommendations remain

unimplemented. In particular, they highlighted the

failure to disband the Rapid Action Battalion (Rab), an

elite security force long accused by international

observers of serious abuses, and warned that

institutions implicated in past violations largely remain

unchanged. [The Daily Star 3]

Government representatives offered a more optimistic

view. The attorney general stated that human rights

conditions have improved since July and asserted that

no enforced disappearances or extrajudicial killings by

law enforcement have been reported in recent

months, describing rights protection as a government

priority.

Bhutan: Upper house adopts BIMSTEC

legal cooperation and maritime transport

frameworks
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(lm) Bhutan’s National Council, the upper house of

parliament, has adopted two regional instruments

under the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral

Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC): the

Convention on Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal

Matters and the Agreement on Maritime Transport

Cooperation.

The mutual legal assistance convention establishes a

framework for cross-border cooperation among

BIMSTEC’s seven members—Bangladesh, Bhutan,

India, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Thailand—in

criminal investigations and prosecutions. It covers

cooperation in areas such as terrorism, transnational

organized crime, drug trafficking, money laundering,

and cybercrime, including the exchange of evidence

and judicial assistance. The convention explicitly

excludes extradition, which remains governed by

domestic law and bilateral arrangements, and affirms

the protection of state sovereignty and national

security. Bhutan has designated the Department of

Law and Order under the Ministry of Home Affairs as

the central authority for handling requests, although

lawmakers noted that Bhutan does not yet have a

dedicated mutual legal assistance statute, meaning

implementation will rely on existing legislation until a

specific law is enacted.

Separately, the National Council ratified the BIMSTEC

Agreement on Maritime Transport Cooperation, a

regional framework aimed at strengthening trade,

logistics, and connectivity across the Bay of Bengal

region. The agreement addresses issues such as

maritime cooperation, port access, assistance to

vessels and crews in distress, dispute settlement, and

procedures for amendments and entry into force.

Despite Bhutan’s landlocked status, parliamentarians

emphasized the agreement’s relevance for regional

trade access and economic integration, including its

potential contribution to long-term initiatives such as

the planned Gelephu Mindfulness City, which seeks to

deepen Bhutan’s links with neighboring economies.

[Kuensel 1] [Kuensel 2]

Bhutan: Parliamentary review warns of

rising overseas health costs and staffing

shortages

(lm) Bhutan’s parliamentary upper house has warned

of mounting pressure on the national health system,

driven by a sharp rise in overseas medical referrals

and persistent workforce gaps. Between 2024 and

2025, spending on patient referrals abroad reached

BTN 730 million (approximately USD 8.8 million), more
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than three times the BTN 214 million (approximately

USD 2.6 million) recorded in 2021–2022, reflecting

increased dependence on foreign treatment,

particularly for cancer care.

The review points to doctor- and nurse-to-population

ratios well below international benchmarks, high

attrition among health professionals, and procurement

practices that prioritize low cost over quality, affecting

hospital infrastructure and patient safety. While the

government has allocated BTN 19.12 billion

(approximately USD 230 million) under the current

development plan to address these pressures,

parliamentary committees have called for dedicated

health-sector legislation, clearer governance

arrangements, and reforms to workforce management

to stabilize service delivery and limit longer-term fiscal

risks. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Police open inquiry into alleged

custodial death following detainee

transport incident

The Royal Bhutan Police have launched an internal

investigation into an alleged custodial death following

public concern over possible violations of detainee

transport procedures. The detainee sustained severe

head injuries while being transported in police custody

in mid-November and died several days later in a

national referral hospital. Police acknowledged

potential procedural lapses, including the absence of

an escort during transport, and stated that a special

investigation team has been formed. Medical and

forensic reports, including an autopsy, are still

pending. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Country’s largest grid-connected

solar plant fully operational after delays

(lm) Bhutan has brought its largest utility-scale solar

power project fully online after months of delay, with

Phase II of the Sephu Solar Project in Punakha district

now feeding electricity into the national grid. With both

phases operational, the plant has a total installed

capacity of 22.38 megawatt-peak and is preparing for

formal handover to Druk Green Power Corporation,

the state-owned power utility, for operation and

maintenance.

Phase II, adding 5 megawatt-peak, was connected to

the grid on November 3 after prolonged monsoon
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rains, difficult terrain, supply-chain disruptions, and

shortages of skilled local solar technicians slowed

construction. The completed facility is expected to

generate around 33 gigawatt-hours of electricity

annually. Phase I, commissioned in July 2024, had

already generated nearly 8 million units of power by

the end of November, earning about BTN 27.45 million

(approximately USD 330,000).

The project is financed through a USD 10 million grant

and a USD 8.26 million concessional loan from the

Asian Development Bank, alongside a government

contribution of about USD 0.99 million covering tax

exemptions and in-kind support. The plant is a key

step in Bhutan’s strategy to diversify its renewable

energy mix beyond hydropower, as the country has set

a target of developing 5 gigawatts of solar capacity by

2040 and has already launched feasibility studies and

larger projects, including a planned 120 megawatt-

peak site at Jamjee. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Government to keep agricultural

cost-sharing scheme unchanged through

current plan period

(lm) Bhutan’s government has said it will not revise its

agricultural Cost-Sharing Mechanism, under which

farmers are required to co-finance government

support for seeds and inputs, until the end of the

current national development cycle in 2028. The

decision was confirmed in parliament despite concerns

that the scheme places a disproportionate burden on

small farmers in remote and lower-income areas.

The agriculture minister said the mechanism was only

recently updated and that its effects cannot yet be fully

assessed. While lawmakers cited high input prices—

such as seed costs approaching BTN 954

(approximately USD 11.50) per packet—the

government argued that flexible cost-sharing ratios

already exist for selected inputs and that the overall

policy framework should remain stable for now.

[Kuensel]

Bhutan: Businesses seek transitional

relief ahead of GST and excise tax rollout

(lm) As the country prepares to introduce a Goods and

Services Tax (GST) and a new excise tax on January 1,

2026, business groups have requested transitional

relief, warning of short-term liquidity and pricing
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pressures for firms holding inventory imported under

the previous sales tax regime. The government has

stated that transitional refunds or credits are not

provided for under the new tax laws and has advised

businesses to manage inventory ahead of the

changeover, indicating that the reform will proceed as

scheduled despite adjustment costs for parts of the

private sector. [Kuensel]

India: Election Commission extends

electoral roll revision deadline as

opposition escalates challenge

(ppms/dql) The Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of

India’s electoral rolls has been extended for a second

time in multiple states, even as the exercise sparked a

heated political debate and walkout in the Lower

House.

The Election Commission of India (ECI) announced a

revision of the schedule, granting electors in five states

—Tamil Nadu, Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh,

and Uttar Pradesh—and the Union Territory of

Andaman and Nicobar Islands an additional three to

fourteen days to submit enumeration forms. The

extensions, made upon request from the respective

Chief Electoral Officers, aim to ensure accurate

electoral rolls and facilitate the re-verification of voters

marked as absent, dead, or shifted.

The deadline extension coincided with a major

parliamentary confrontation over the intent and

constitutional implications of the contentious SIR. In

the Lower House, Union Home Minister Amit Shah

strongly defended the exercise, asserting that the

Constitution empowers the Election Commission to

prepare electoral rolls and that the SIR is a necessary

responsibility intended to "purify the electoral rolls".

Shah argued that the policy's explicit goal is to "detect,

delete and deport intruders," and promised that "not a

single infiltrator" would be allowed to vote. He also

accused the Opposition of spreading "lies" about the

SIR and attempting to defend against the inclusion of

illegal residents on voter lists.

Conversely, the opposition staged a walkout, alleging

that the SIR is a "malicious exercise of power" designed

to selectively disenfranchise genuine electors.

Opposition members argued that by requiring electors

to trace themselves to a roll created 20 years ago, the

ECI is effectively shifting the burden of proving

citizenship onto the voter, creating hurdles for the

poor and marginalized.
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The Supreme Court has previously heard pleas

challenging the constitutional validity and exclusionary

nature of the process. The final publication of the

electoral rolls for the states covered by the extension is

now expected by February 2026. [Indian Express]

[News On Air] [The Hindu]

The SIR is an extraordinary, large-scale overhaul of

India’s electoral rolls carried out by the ECI. Unlike the

routine annual “summary revision,” an SIR involves

door-to-door enumeration, comprehensive verification

of voter details, and the submission of fresh forms and

supporting documents to correct entries, include

eligible voters, and delete duplicate or ineligible

names. The current exercise, launched in October, is

unusual both in its scale and in its reliance on electoral

rolls prepared during the last SIR in the early 2000s as

a reference point. This feature, combined with the

requirement for voters to re-establish their eligibility,

has made the current SIR particularly contentious and

politically sensitive.

Critics argue the SIR could favour the ruling party

because it alters the composition of the electorate in

ways that may disproportionately affect voter groups

less aligned with the government. The requirement to

re-verify eligibility and submit documentation is seen

as more burdensome for migrant workers, the urban

poor, minorities, and rural populations, groups that

often lack stable paperwork and are more likely to

support opposition parties. If such voters are

temporarily or permanently removed from rolls due to

missed deadlines, documentation gaps, or

administrative errors, turnout among opposition-

leaning constituencies could fall.

Congress Party accuses Election Commission of bias

toward ruling Bharatiya Janata Party

The extension of the Special Intensive Revision has fed

into a broader political confrontation over the Election

Commission’s neutrality, with the Opposition

portraying the exercise as part of a pattern of

institutional bias. Days after the deadline extension

was announced, the Congress Party escalated its

attack on the poll body at a major rally in Delhi on

December 14, accusing it of losing its independence

and acting to benefit the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party

(BJP).

Senior Congress leaders publicly named the Chief

Election Commissioner and other commissioners,

alleging voter roll manipulation, selective enforcement

of election rules, and inaction over alleged

inducements during state elections.
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Party heavyweights, including opposition leader Rahul

Gandhi and General Secretary Priyanka Gandhi Vadra,

argued that practices such as voter deletions and

duplicate entries have weakened citizens’ voting rights.

They challenged the BJP to face elections under stricter

safeguards, including paper ballots, and warned that

laws insulating election commissioners from

accountability would be repealed if Congress returns

to power. Party president Mallikarjun Kharge cast the

issue as a fight to defend the Constitution against

ideological and institutional dominance by the ruling

party. [The Tribune]

India: New ruling party national working

president appointed 

(dql) The ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has

appointed Bihar Cabinet Minister Nitin Nabin (45) as its

national working president, paving the way for a

generational shift in the party’s top leadership. The

national working president is a de facto head of the

party who runs day-to-day organizational affairs,

widely seen a step toward becoming the full national

president.

In practice, the working president functions as the

president-in-waiting, while the full national president is

the official, elected head, holding final authority over

party organisation, appointments, and strategy.

Nabin is set to become the youngest BJP national

president once internal election formalities are

completed, succeeding JP Nadda, whose term has

been extended beyond the normal three-year limit.

A five-term Member of the Legislative Assembly and a

senior minister in Bihar’s BJP-led National Democratic

Alliance (NDA) government, Nabin will be the first BJP

president from Bihar and eastern India. Known as a

low-profile organizer, he gained prominence for

revitalizing the party in Chhattisgarh, contributing to its

2023 state election victory and strong 2024 Lower

House performance there.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi publicly endorsed his

appointment, citing his organizational experience and

administrative record. [The Tribune] [NDTV]

India: Government proposes expanding

rural employment scheme
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(dql) The government has introduced legislation to

expand its rural employment program by increasing

the guaranteed annual workdays from 100 to 125 per

household for unskilled manual labor. The scheme,

which has been allocated IDR 860 billion (USD 9.5

billion) for the current fiscal year, will focus on

infrastructure projects such as water supply, rural

roads, and climate-resilient measures. Funding

arrangements are also being revised to be based on

annual budget projections rather than open-ended

demand.

The proposed bill includes renaming the program from

Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment

Guarantee Scheme (MNREGA) to Guarantee for

Employment and Livelihood Mission – Rural

(Guarantee for Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission – Rural).

This change has drawn criticism from opposition

leaders, particularly the opposition Congress party,

who argue that removing Gandhi’s name undermines

the program’s historical and symbolic association with

India’s independence movement and Congress’s

legacy. [The Tribune] [Deccan Herald]

Analysts note that the name change reflects the Modi

government’s broader effort to promote initiatives

aligned with its Hindu nationalist narrative, moving

away from symbols tied to Congress and India’s

independence-era leaders. [Reuters]

India: Government moves to open nuclear

power sector to private investment

(dql) The government has introduced legislation to

open its tightly controlled nuclear power sector to

private participation, marking a major shift in energy

policy as the government seeks to scale up clean

electricity generation. The bill would allow private

companies, with central government approval, to build

and operate nuclear power plants, ending decades of

exclusive state control by Nuclear Power Corp of India

Ltd.

The move supports the country’s plan to expand

nuclear capacity to 100 GW over the next 20 years, up

from about 8 GW today, and could unlock around USD

26 billion in private investment. The proposed law also

revises the nuclear liability regime by removing the

right of operators to sue equipment suppliers, a long-

standing obstacle for foreign firms, while increasing

operator liability limits and establishing a dedicated

accident compensation fund aligned with international

standards.
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Private operators would be permitted to import and

process uranium, though core strategic activities would

remain under government oversight.

India’s nuclear power sector currently comprises 24

operational reactors with a combined capacity of about

7.9 GW, alongside six reactors totaling roughly 4.8 GW

that are under construction and another 10 units, or

around 7 GW, at the planning stage. [Reuters]

[Sightline 3o8]

India: Economic inequality soars

(ppms/dql) India is facing one of the world’s highest

levels of income inequality, marked by an extreme

concentration of wealth at the top of the economic

hierarchy, according to the World Inequality Report

(WIR) 2026. [WIR]

The report highlights persistent structural divides

across multiple dimensions of the Indian economy. The

data reveals a stark concentration of national income:

the top 10 percent of earners in India capture 58

percent of the total national income. In sharp contrast,

the bottom 50 percent of the population receives only

15 percent of the national income. This trend has

worsened since the 2022 edition of the report, when

the top 10 percent held 57 percent and the bottom 50

percent held 13 percent of national income.

Wealth inequality is even more pronounced, with the

richest 10 percent of Indians holding approximately 65

percent of the nation's total wealth, while the top 1

percent alone controls about 40 percent of all wealth.

The average annual income per capita is about EUR

6,200 (USD 7,200), while the top 1 percent earns more

than 22 times that amount—EUR 140,649 (USD

163,000). By contrast, the bottom 50 percent’s average

annual income stands at around EUR 940 (USD 1,100).

[Indian Express] [United News of India]

Globally, inequality remains exceptionally severe and is

deepening, with income and wealth increasingly

concentrated at the very top. The report shows that

the richest 10 percent of people worldwide earn more

than the remaining 90 percent combined, while the

poorest half of the population receives less than a

tenth of total global income.

Wealth disparities are even starker, with the top 10

percent controlling about three-quarters of global

assets and the bottom half owning just 2 percent.

Moreover, this imbalance is accelerating. Since the
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1990s, the wealth of billionaires and ultra-rich

individuals has grown roughly twice as fast as that of

the bottom 50 percent. [Al Jazeera]

India: Rupee hits record low amid U.S.

tariffs and foreign investor outflows

(dql) On December 16, the Indian rupee fell to a record

low for the fourth consecutive session, weakening to

90.8275 against the U.S. dollar amid strong dollar

demand linked to maturing positions in the non-

deliverable forwards (NDF) market and continued

foreign portfolio outflows. The currency has dropped 6

percent so far in 2025, making it one of the worst-

performing emerging market currencies, pressured by

steep U.S. tariffs on Indian exports and net overseas

stock sales exceeding USD18 billion this year.

While state-run banks’ dollar sales, likely on behalf of

the Reserve Bank of India, helped limit the decline,

analysts say the rupee’s weakness reflects trade

concerns and investor selling rather than fundamental

economic deterioration. A sustained recovery hinges

on progress in U.S.-India trade negotiations.

Despite the pressure, India’s exports to the U.S. rose

21 percent year-on-year in November, narrowing the

merchandise trade deficit to a five-month low of USD

24.53 billion, and resilient economic growth has

softened the immediate need for a rapid trade deal.

[Reuters 1] [Reuters 2]

India: National investigation agency

charges Pakistan-based terror groups in

Pahalgam attack

(dql) Nearly eight months after the April 22 Pahalgam

terror attack that killed 26 people (see AiR No. 17,

April/2025, 5), India’s National Investigation Agency

(NIA) has formally filed formal accusations against six

individuals along with Pakistan-based terror group

Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) and its proxy, The Resistance

Front (TRF). The chargesheet details the roles of the

accused, evidence, and Pakistan’s involvement in

planning and facilitating the attack.

LeT commander Sajid Jatt, linked to past attacks and

recruitment of militants in Kashmir, is the key accused.

The chargesheet also includes three Pakistani

terrorists killed by Indian forces during Operation
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Mahadev in July, and two local associates arrested for

harboring militants.

The NIA’s investigation traced the conspiracy directly to

Pakistan, highlighting its continued sponsorship of

cross-border terrorism. [The Tribune] [India TV]

India: National investigative agency busts

transnational cybercrime networks

(dql) The Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI), India’s

federal investigative body, has charged 17 individuals,

including four Chinese nationals, and 58 companies in

a major transnational cyber fraud case that defrauded

citizens of over USD 120 million. The network operated

through a complex system of shell companies and

digital scams, including fake loan applications, Ponzi

schemes, fraudulent online jobs, and bogus gaming

platforms.

The probe, launched following alerts from the Indian

Cyber Crime Coordination Centre (I4C), involved raids

at 27 locations across seven states, leading to the

seizure of digital devices, financial records, and other

evidence for forensic examination. [The Economic

Times]

Separately, the CBI, working in coordination with the

United States Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), has

charged six individuals in Noida, Uttar Pradesh state,

for running a transnational cybercrime network that

allegedly defrauded US citizens of USD 8.5 million.

The network, active since 2022, impersonated officials

from the US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA),

the FBI, and the Social Security Administration (SSA) to

threaten victims, claiming their Social Security

Numbers were involved in criminal activities and that

their assets would be frozen.

The probe revealed that the syndicate used layered

banking transactions and virtual assets to obscure the

flow of funds, indicating a highly organized cyber-

enabled financial crime network. Operations are

ongoing to recover additional proceeds and identify

further links within the network. [The New Indian

Express]

India: Possible major fighter jet expansion

signals force modernization
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(dql) A suspected leak from France’s defence ministry

suggests India is considering a major follow-on

acquisition of advanced fighter jets, including around

90 Rafale F4 fighters for the Indian Air Force (IAF), with

an option for 24 next-generation Rafale F5 aircraft.

The move reflects the IAF’s acute fighter shortfall—29

squadrons against an authorized 42.5—exacerbated by

delays in indigenous programs. The proposal remains

subject to formal approval by India’s defence and

security authorities.

The potential deal is shaped by a deteriorating regional

air power balance. Pakistan is upgrading its F-16s,

operating Chinese J-10C fighters with long-range

missiles, and seeking fifth-generation J-35 aircraft,

while China already fields hundreds of J-20 stealth

fighters.

Against this backdrop, the advanced jets under

consideration would provide India with enhanced

survivability, sensor fusion, electronic warfare, and

network-centric capabilities, helping offset numerical

and qualitative pressures from a collusive China-

Pakistan axis. The next-generation variants are

designed to bridge fifth- and sixth-generation

capabilities and could serve as a high-end deterrence

and command platform well into the 2030s. [The

EurAsian Times]

Meanwhile, France-based defence and technology firm

Thales has awarded a contract to Indian SFO

Technologies—a company specializing in high-

precision engineering, complex manufacturing, and

systems integration for sectors such as aerospace,

defence, and electronics— to manufacture complex

wired structures for radars used in Indian Air Force

Rafale jets. The radar is an active electronically

scanned array (AESA), representing cutting-edge

technology. [Thales]

This is the first major order for the production in India

of high-value, environmentally resilient, and technically

advanced radar components for the Rafale program.

The initiative aligns with India’s strategic localization

objectives under the “Make in India” program,

enhancing domestic expertise from precision wiring

and machining to complex systems integration. It is

expected to strengthen India’s capacity to produce

critical subsystems for advanced fighter aircraft,

supporting both operational readiness and indigenous

defence manufacturing capabilities. [Defense Mirror]

Launched in 2014, the “Make in India” program is a

government initiative aimed to promote domestic
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manufacturing, attract foreign investment, and

transform India into a global manufacturing hub.

India: Navy commissions new anti-

submarine helicopter squadron

(dql) The Navy will commission its second squadron of

MH-60R Seahawk helicopters, INAS 335, this week,

marking another step in modernizing its naval aviation.

The squadron forms part of a 2020 USD 2.4-billion

agreement with the United States for 24 helicopters, of

which 15 have already been delivered. A first Seahawk

squadron became operational in 2024 and has since

been fully integrated into fleet activities.

The MH-60R replaces the ageing Sea King fleet and

provides a wide range of capabilities, including anti-

submarine and anti-surface warfare, surveillance,

search and rescue, and logistics support from warships

and aircraft carriers. Equipped with advanced sensors

and weapons, the helicopters significantly improve the

Navy’s ability to detect and respond to both

conventional and asymmetric maritime threats. [The

Asian Age]

India: Construction of strategic airfield

begins

(dql) India has initiated the development of a second

airfield on Great Nicobar Island, adjacent to Galathea

Bay, part of the Andaman and Nicobar archipelago.

The site overlooks the Strait of Malacca—a vital

maritime corridor connecting the Indian Ocean to

China and the Far East—and will complement the

existing INS Baaz naval airbase at Campbell Bay.

The new dual-use airport, estimated at USD 946

million, will support both civilian and military

operations, accommodating naval aircraft, UAVs, and

Indian Air Force planes. The project is linked to the

planned International Container Transhipment Port at

Galathea Bay, aimed at boosting India’s regional

logistics and trade capacity.

This development forms part of India’s broader military

modernization and strategic consolidation in the

Andaman and Nicobar Islands. It includes expansion of

INS Baaz, upgrades at INS Kohassa naval air station,

and integrated operational planning via a Joint

Operations Centre.
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The Malacca Strait is a strategic chokepoint for India,

with over 96,000 vessels transiting annually, many

linked to Chinese trade and naval activity. The planned

second airfield will bolster India’s Indo-Pacific defence

posture by enabling long-range patrols, supporting

naval operations, and facilitating joint missions with

allied countries amid China’s growing regional

influence. [The Tribune] [Indian Masterminds]

Maldives: Fishermen’s protest exposes

widening gap between government

pledges and sector realities

(lm) Developments in the fisheries sector became a

defining domestic issue in the Maldives during the

reporting week culminating in Fishermen’s Day on

December 13, bringing together long-standing sectoral

grievances, organized protest, law-enforcement action,

and a series of government policy announcements.

Fisheries are the second-largest source of export

revenue after tourism and a key livelihood sector in

outer atolls, giving the dispute economic and political

significance beyond the immediate actors involved.

In the days leading up to Fishermen’s Day, the Bodu

Kanneli Masverinnge Union (BKMU)—representing

yellowfin tuna fishermen—publicly accused the

government of failing to implement commitments

made during the 2023 presidential campaign. Core

demands included the start of yellowfin tuna

purchases by the state-owned Maldives Industrial

Fisheries Company (MIFCO), a fixed minimum

purchase price, access to fuel at base rate, and

improved availability of ice. Fishermen argued that

payment delays by private buyers and the absence of

state purchasing had worsened income insecurity,

particularly for larger yellowfin tuna catches. [The Sun

1] [The Sun 2] [The Sun 3]

On December 11, fishermen launched a maritime

protest from the Hulhumalé jetty, later positioning

vessels near Malé. Security forces prevented the boats

from entering the lagoon, and police boarded several

fishing vessels. During these operations, both

Maldivian fishermen and expatriate crew members

were detained. Authorities stated that foreign workers

were participating in a political protest, while

fishermen’s representatives said expatriate crew were

present as part of normal working arrangements, as

many live on board vessels. [The Sun 4] [The Sun 5]

Among those detained was an opposition Member of

Parliament who also serves as secretary-general of the

fishermen’s union. He and several others were
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remanded in custody by the Criminal Court on charges

related to obstruction and failure to comply with police

orders. The detentions became a focal point of political

dispute, with opposition parties raising procedural

objections and later filing complaints with international

labor bodies. Some detainees were released during the

week, including the Member of Parliament, who

required medical treatment following his arrest. [The

Sun 6] [The Sun 7] [The Sun 8] [The Sun 9] [The Sun 10]

[The Sun 11]

Against this backdrop, President Mohamed Muizzu and

First Lady Sajidha Mohamed traveled to R. Dhuvaafaru

for official Fishermen’s Day events. During the visit, the

President announced that MIFCO would purchase fish

at a minimum price of MVR 16 per kilogram

(approximately USD 1.04), lowering the minimum

weight threshold for purchase and signaling a partial

return to state involvement in fish buying. The

government also announced a reduction in fuel prices

for fishermen and reiterated a longer-term pledge to

raise purchase prices further when fiscally feasible.

[The Sun 12] [The Sun 13] [The Sun 14] [The Sun 15]

[The Sun 16] [The Sun 17]

In parallel, the President inaugurated the first State

Trading Organization fuel skid, part of a planned

nationwide rollout of 18 facilities intended to supply

fishermen with fuel at base rate, with completion

targeted by March 2026. Additional fisheries-related

infrastructure projects and digital tools were also

launched or highlighted during the celebrations. [The

Sun 18] [The Sun 19] [The Sun 20]

Following Fishermen’s Day, the fishermen’s union

described ministerial consultations as yielding

“promising answers” but stated that protests would

continue until remaining detainees were released. The

Fisheries Minister emphasized that the government

does not owe payments to yellowfin fishermen,

arguing that outstanding arrears are the responsibility

of private buyers, while acknowledging structural

challenges such as global price volatility and delayed

payments. [The Sun 21] [The Sun 22]

Maldives: Opposition consolidation

advances as party unity holds at the top

but competition intensifies locally

(lm) The Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP), the

country’s main opposition force, continues to

consolidate after a damaging internal split ahead of

the 2023 presidential election, with recent
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developments underscoring both renewed unity and

persistent internal rivalry.

Two elected members of Malé City Council have

formally left the Democrats—a breakaway party

formed by supporters of former president Mohamed

Nasheed—and rejoined the MDP, reinforcing an earlier

decision by the Democrats’ leadership to return

collectively to the main opposition fold. The

reintegration reflects a shared assessment that

fragmentation weakened the opposition and

contributed to its 2023 defeat. [The Sun 1]

At the leadership level, tensions within the MDP have

eased following interim arrangements designed to

stabilize the party. Former President Mohamed

Nasheed, who led the Maldives from 2008 to 2012 and

recently returned to the MDP, pledged his “full

cooperation” only after the unanimous appointment of

Abdul Ghafoor Moosa (Gapo) as interim party chair.

Gapo, a sitting Member of Parliament generally

associated with the Solih-aligned organizational

mainstream, emerged as a compromise figure after an

earlier party meeting collapsed amid factional

confrontation [see AiR No. 49, December/2025, 2].

Nasheed’s acceptance of the arrangement signals a

temporary stabilization at the top of the party, even as

the underlying contest with former President Ibrahim

Mohamed Solih, who governed from 2018 to 2023 and

now serves as a senior adviser within the MDP,

remains unresolved. [The Sun 2]

However, competition has shifted to the local and

primary level as the opposition prepares for the 2026

local council elections and looks ahead to the 2028

presidential race. In Malé, internal rivalry is

increasingly visible around mayoral and council

primaries, with senior figures framing contests in

terms of governance performance and accountability

rather than factional allegiance. Overall, the

developments point to a more unified opposition

leadership, but one in which internal competition

continues to shape candidate selection and local

political dynamics. [The Sun 3]

Maldives: Long-serving High Court judge

retires amid wider judicial reshuffle

(lm) Judge Mohamed Niyaz, the Maldives’ longest-

serving High Court judge, has retired after 23 years in

the judiciary. Niyaz also stepped down as vice-

president of the Judicial Service Commission (JSC) citing

health reasons.
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Niyaz’s departure comes during a period of significant

institutional flux. Earlier this year, the Supreme Court

underwent a major reshuffle, and the JSC opened

inquiries into five High Court judges. One of them,

Judge Mohamed Faisal, has already resigned. [The Sun]

Maldives: Two vacancies open at top

appellate court after judges step down

(lm) Maldives’ High Court, the country’s highest

appellate court below the Supreme Court, has opened

applications for two new judges following the

retirement of one judge and the resignation of

another, both of whom left office while disciplinary

proceedings were pending before the Judicial Service

Commission. [The Sun]

Maldives: Government moves to

criminalize gambling

(lm) President Mohamed Muizzu has announced that

his government has submitted a bill to Parliament to

amend the Penal Code in order to criminalize gambling

and the operation of gambling facilities. The

declaration, made through a brief message on X,

included no further detail, and Parliament remains in

recess until February.

The initiative follows a steady rise in gambling activity,

especially through online platforms. Although the

Maldives blocked major betting websites last year,

gaps in existing legislation continue to impede

enforcement, allowing online gambling networks to

operate with limited legal consequence. The proposed

amendment is aimed at closing those loopholes by

creating explicit criminal liability both for individuals

who gamble and for entities operating gambling

services. [The Sun]

The move follows the entry into force of a generational

tobacco ban, which prohibits anyone born in or after

2007—including tourists—from purchasing or using

tobacco products. That measure positioned the

Maldives among the world’s strictest jurisdictions on

smoking and was framed by the government as both a

public-health intervention and a values-based policy

consistent with the country’s Islamic legal

environment.
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Maldives: Court dismisses local council’s

challenge to central government island-

lease decisions

(lm) The Civil Court has dismissed a lawsuit filed by the

Noonu Atoll Council, which had sought to block the

central government’s allocation of two islands—

Kendhivaru and Dhonaerikan’doodhoo—for long-term

tourism development. The council had argued that the

government’s actions violated the Decentralization Act,

which requires local consultation on decisions affecting

island use. The case collapsed procedurally when the

council’s lawyers withdrew after their retainer expired,

leaving the council unrepresented.

The Noonu Atoll Council had opposed the long-term

leases on environmental and community-use grounds,

stressing that residents still use the islands for

recreation and livelihood activities and that both

locations host sensitive ecosystems and rare species.

Even before dismissal, the court had refused to grant

an interim injunction, noting that both islands were

already contractually committed. Kendhivaru was

leased in December 2022, while Dhonaerikan’doodhoo

forms part of a 2017 development arrangement linked

to the Maafaru International Airport project financed

by the Abu Dhabi Fund for Development. The state

argued that reversing these agreements would inflict

financial losses and damage national interests. [The

Sun]

Maldives: Fiscal strain from state-owned

enterprises coincides with renewed

transparency disputes

(lm) Fiscal pressures linked to Maldives’ state-owned

enterprises (SOEs) have come into sharper focus

following a Civil Court ruling ordering the Road

Development Corporation Limited (RDC)—the

country’s largest loss-making SOE—to pay MVR 7.11

million (USD 462,000) to a local firm within three

months, despite RDC citing serious financial difficulties.

The court found that the amount was owed for

services rendered and noted that attempts at an out-

of-court settlement had failed, while declining

additional claims for compensation and legal costs.

[The Sun 1]

RDC’s case highlights wider structural strains across

the SOE sector. Data from the Privatization and

Corporatization Board show that 12 SOEs recorded

combined losses of about MVR 281 million (USD 18.3
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million) in the first quarter of the year. RDC posted the

largest loss at MVR 113.73 million (USD 7.4 million),

followed by Island Aviation at MVR 46.36 million (USD

3.0 million) and Fenaka Corporation at MVR 33.72

million (USD 2.2 million). Even the Maldives Transport

and Contracting Company, which had previously

reported profits, recorded a quarterly loss of MVR

19.66 million (USD 1.3 million). [The Sun 2]

At the same time, government expenditure on SOEs

has risen sharply. Finance Ministry figures show that

spending has reached MVR 1.9 billion (USD 123.5

million) so far this year, far exceeding the budgeted

allocation of MVR 378.3 million (USD 24.6 million).

Employment levels have also expanded rapidly, with

SOE staffing now exceeding 37,900—surpassing the

civil service workforce of around 30,400—after an

increase of roughly 3,000 employees in a single

quarter, reinforcing concerns that SOEs are being used

for politically motivated recruitment. [The Sun 3]

Separately, the Ministry of Defence declined to disclose

details of travel expenses incurred by political

appointees, staffing numbers, procurement spending,

internal audit reports, and unpaid bills in response to a

request filed under the Right to Information Act. In its

written response, the ministry stated that the

requested information is linked to national security or

constitutes personal employee data, and therefore

cannot be released. The ministry said that information

it is able to share will be included in its annual report,

which has not yet been published for the current year.

Previous administrations had publicly disclosed figures

on political appointees and related expenditures, while

the current administration has not released such data

to date. [The Sun 4]

Maldives: Anti-corruption cases ordered

USD 104.7 million in recoveries since 2009

(lm) The Maldives’ Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC)

has ordered the recovery of more than MVR 1.61

billion (approximately USD 104.7 million) in state losses

linked to corruption cases concluded since 2009,

according to statements by the commission’s

president. This corresponds to an average of about

MVR 94.6 million (around USD 6.1 million) per year.

The ACC indicated that, across completed cases, it has

instructed relevant authorities to recover at least MVR

2.85 for every MVR 1 lost to the state. However, the

commission did not disclose how much of the ordered

amount has actually been recovered, and it has not
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provided figures in response to follow-up questions on

recovery outcomes.

For 2025, the ACC has been allocated a budget of MVR

47 million (approximately USD 3.1 million), down from

MVR 52 million (around USD 3.4 million) in the

previous year. Of this, MVR 21 million (about USD 1.4

million) is earmarked for investigations, MVR 20 million

(approximately USD 1.3 million) for corporate services,

and MVR 4 million (around USD 0.26 million) for

corruption prevention activities. [The Sun]

Maldives: Grant inflows fall sharply short

of 2025 projections

(lm) With only weeks remaining in the year, the

Maldives has secured just 11.5 percent of its projected

grant financing for 2025, highlighting growing fiscal

and external financing constraints. As of early

December, the government had received MVR 289

million (USD 18.8 million) in grants, far below the MVR

2.59 billion (USD 168.4 million) projected in the

approved budget. This shortfall means roughly 88

percent of expected grant funding has not

materialized.

Grant inflows are also markedly lower year-on-year. At

the same point in 2024, the Maldives had secured MVR

603 million (USD 39.2 million), implying a decline of

about 50 percent. The pattern mirrors 2024 as a whole,

when actual grants of MVR 660 million (USD 42.9

million) fell well short of the MVR 1.47 billion (USD 95.6

million) originally projected, and below the roughly

MVR 1 billion (USD 65.0 million) received in 2023.

Against this backdrop, the authorities have sharply

revised down expectations for 2026, projecting only

MVR 374 million (USD 24.3 million) in total grants, or

around 14 percent of the amount anticipated for 2025.

Of this, MVR 85.6 million (USD 5.6 million) is expected

from bilateral partners, with MVR 73.6 million (USD 4.8

million) linked to India, accounting for 86 percent of

bilateral grants and 19.7 percent of the total grant

projection.

The deterioration in grant inflows coincides with

mounting debt pressures. The Maldives faces USD 1.1

billion in debt repayments due by mid-2026, a burden

that has weighed heavily on investor and donor

confidence. Reflecting heightened default risks, major

rating agencies have downgraded the country’s

sovereign credit rating, while the World Bank has

warned that the worsening outlook further constrains

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-sr/


access to foreign assistance needed to manage the

crisis. [The Sun]

Maldives: Rising food prices drive

increased demand for state food

assistance in capital

(lm) Food prices in Malé have continued to rise,

contributing to a steady increase in the number of

people seeking government financial assistance to

purchase basic food items. Official statistics show that

in November, food prices were 0.16 percent higher

year-on-year, while beverage prices rose by 2.91

percent, adding pressure on low-income households in

the capital. The government has responded by

maintaining targeted cash support for vulnerable

households and by instructing the state-owned trading

company to continue importing essential food items in

an effort to stabilize prices. [The Sun]

Maldives: Government amends foreign

employment rules, phases out expatriate

quotas across multiple professions

(lm) The Maldivian government has amended its

Employment of Foreigners in Maldives Regulations,

introducing significant changes aimed at phasing out

foreign workers in key sectors over the next five years.

As part of these changes, the government is

eliminating quotas for foreign workers across various

fields, including healthcare, education, and service

industries.

These changes are part of a broader effort to

regularize foreign labor and curb illegal expatriate

employment, with authorities conducting raids to

identify foreign workers without permits. The

government's plan is to resolve issues related to illegal

immigration within its first three years, aligning with its

broader immigration enforcement strategy. [The Sun]

Nepal: Leadership contest exposes multi-

front pressure on ousted ex-prime

minister inside his party

(ec/lm) Nepal’s Communist Party of Nepal (Unified

Marxist–Leninist) (CPN-UML), which led the

government until September, is currently holding its
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11th general convention amid a contested leadership

election that has crystallized multiple lines of pressure

on former prime minister and incumbent party chair

KP Sharma Oli. While formally convened to elect the

party’s leadership for the next five years, the

convention has become a focal point for disputes over

leadership authority, internal rules, and the party’s

political positioning following its ouster after the youth-

led protests of September 8–9 and ahead of the March

2026 elections.

Voting by 2,263 delegates for 301 leadership positions,

including 19 office-bearer posts and a new central

committee, was scheduled for December 16. At the

time of writing, results were not yet available, and

party officials indicated that negotiations aimed at

consensus could still affect the process. [The

Kathmandu Post 1]

The Gen Z uprising has increased youth participation

among convention delegates, but this has not

translated into meaningful leverage in the leadership

race. Party rules require prior service on the central

committee to contest senior posts, effectively

excluding leaders under 40 from top positions. [The

Kathmandu Post 2]

The central contest for party chair pits Oli, who is

seeking a third consecutive term, against Ishwar

Pokhrel, the party’s senior vice-chair and his principal

internal challenger. Pokhrel has framed his candidacy

around collective leadership, stricter adherence to

party rules, and internal discipline following the party’s

loss of power. Importantly, Pokhrel’s challenge is

backed by Bidya Devi Bhandari, Nepal’s president from

2015 to 2023 and the widow of Madan Bhandari, the

late CPN-UML leader credited with formulating the

party’s foundational doctrine. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

Beyond the direct challenge from Pokhrel, Oli is facing

visible erosion of support within his own faction. In the

run-up to the convention, allies of Oli engineered

amendments to the party statute restoring the number

of office-bearer positions from 15 to 19, reversing a

reduction adopted at a special statute convention in

early September. The move was widely interpreted as

an attempt to accommodate senior figures and

manage internal dissatisfaction—an approach Oli has

used previously to consolidate control, including

during earlier internal disputes involving Bhandari.

Despite this adjustment, several senior leaders

traditionally aligned with Oli expressed dissatisfaction

over repeated nominations, exclusion from key posts,

or reassignment to lower-ranking positions. Some

shifted allegiance to the Pokhrel camp, while others
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filed independent candidacies for senior roles,

indicating growing resistance to Oli’s leadership style

even among long-time loyalists. [The Kathmandu Post

4] [The Kathmandu Post 5] [The Kathmandu Post 6]

[The Kathmandu Post 7] [The Kathmandu Post 8]

Organizational tensions have been compounded by

criticism over internal spending. Senior figures

questioned the cost of the September statute

convention in Lalitpur, which reportedly involved

several million Nepali rupees and more than 2,000

participants. Critics argued that the event resembled a

mass rally rather than a policy-oriented meeting,

reinforcing internal criticism that decision-making

under Oli prioritizes spectacle and loyalty over

institutional discipline. [Republica 1]

A third and more fundamental line of division concerns

how the party interprets the Gen Z-led protests of

September 8–9, which triggered the collapse of the

CPN-UML-led government. Oli has taken a hard line,

repeatedly describing the movement as a “color

revolution” — a term used in regional political

discourse to suggest externally influenced efforts to

destabilize governments. He has rejected the interim

government’s engagement with protest leaders,

questioned the legitimacy of the political transition,

and argued that restoring the dissolved House of

Representatives — rather than moving forward under

the current framework — should be the party’s central

demand.

This stance is contested within the party. Pokhrel and

others have been more cautious, arguing that the UML

must acknowledge public discontent and protect its

institutional credibility. [The Kathmandu Post 9] [The

Kathmandu Post 10]

The debate is sharpened by an ongoing judicial

commission established on September 21, which is

investigating deaths, security failures, and damage

during the protests. The inquiry has begun recording

statements from senior civilian and security officials

involved at the time, including the Chief of the Nepali

Army. [The Kathmandu Post 11]

Oli has publicly rejected the commission as biased and

stated that he will not cooperate, while figures aligned

with Pokhrel argue that engagement with the process

is necessary to safeguard the party’s legitimacy and

future electoral prospects. The investigation has

therefore become not only a legal issue but also a fault

line in the party’s internal debate over responsibility,

narrative control, and political strategy. [The

Kathmandu Post 12] [The Kathmandu Post 13]

[Republic World] [Republica 2]
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Nepal: Government and Gen Z leaders

sign wide-ranging reform blueprint

(ec) Nepal’s interim government and representatives of

the Gen Z protest groups have signed a wide-ranging

agreement giving political and legal recognition to the

September youth-led uprising that toppled the

coalition of Prime Minister CP Sharma Oli and led to

the dissolution of Parliament. By classifying the

September events as a “jana andolan”, the accord

places the Gen Z movement in the same category as

Nepal’s two major pro-democracy mobilization: the

1990 people’s movement, which restored multi-party

democracy after three decades of partyless rule, and

the 2006 people’s movement, which ended direct royal

rule and began the country’s transition to

republicanism.

Prime Minister Sushila Karki signed the 10-point

agreement on behalf of the interim administration

formed after the uprising, while Bhoj Bikram Thapa

signed on behalf of families of those killed. Several

prominent Gen Z figures attended, though a faction

rejected the accord, claiming it did not reflect the

movement’s demands. Some activists publicly tore up

the document, and at least one leader later disowned

it.

The agreement outlines a broad reform agenda. It calls

for a commission to recommend constitutional

changes and reforms to the electoral system, the

judiciary and public administration, and it commits the

state to delivering justice for those killed or injured

during the September 8–9 protests. It also broadens

the mandate of the existing commission, which is

investigating circumstances surrounding the deaths

and damage during the uprising.

The accord recognizes digital-led organization and

cultural and social resistance as legitimate forms of

civic expression for the first time in Nepal’s political

history. It also states that the interim government was

created under extraordinary circumstances and must

function as a non-partisan caretaker administration.

The government and Gen Z negotiators agreed to

mechanisms for reviewing cases of those arrested

during the protests. Individuals detained solely for

participating in the movement are to be screened, and

if there is no evidence of involvement in serious

crimes, commissions will recommend their release and

withdrawal of cases. A high-level task force will address

reparations for the families of those killed and injured,



including compensation, health care, education and

social support.

The accord calls for the creation of a separate body to

investigate the use of excessive force by security

agencies during the uprising and previous movements,

as well as to recommend institutional reforms within

90 days. Its findings and recommendations are to be

made public and implemented.

Beyond immediate accountability measures, the

agreement contains far-reaching governance and anti-

corruption commitments. It mandates investigations

into political, policy-level and institutional corruption;

scrutiny of the wealth of public officials; and a review

of foundations, trusts and other bodies established by

political actors using public assets, with the possibility

of abolishing those found to be misusing resources. It

also proposes reforms to the judiciary, constitutional

bodies and electoral processes — including the

potential introduction of a “None of the Above” (NOTA)

option — with the goal of reducing partisan

interference and increasing youth representation. [The

Kathmandu Post 1]

These political commitments were delivered alongside

the release of a separate government assessment

detailing the scale of damage caused during the Gen Z

uprising. The committee reported that the protests

affected all seven provinces, with 77 deaths, more than

2,400 injured, and physical destruction valued at NPR

84.45 billion (USD 616 million). Damage spanned 54

districts and 262 local units, impacting 2,168 public

bodies and causing destruction to 2,671 buildings,

alongside more than 12,600 damaged vehicles. Federal

government entities accounted for about two-thirds of

public-sector losses. The reconstruction plan estimates

NPR 36.30 billion (USD 265 million) will be required to

rebuild damaged infrastructure. [The Kathmandu Post

2]

Nepal: Interim prime minister expands

Cabinet

(lm) Interim Prime Minister Sushila Karki has expanded

her Cabinet by appointing four new ministers, bringing

the size of the government to 14 members as it

prepares to oversee parliamentary elections scheduled

for March 5, 2026. The new appointments were sworn

in by President Ramchandra Paudel and mark Karki’s

fourth Cabinet expansion since taking office.

Under the reshuffle, Kumar Ingnam was appointed

minister for land management, cooperatives and
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poverty alleviation; Rajendra Singh Bhandari took

charge of labour, employment and social security;

Madhav Prasad Chaulagain assumed responsibility for

forests and environment; and Shraddha Shrestha was

named minister for women, children and senior

citizens. In parallel, Anil Sinha, who already oversees

industry, commerce and supplies as well as law and

parliamentary affairs, was additionally assigned the

culture, tourism and civil aviation portfolio. [The

Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Interim government faces

mounting judicial pushback over the

limits of its mandate

(ec) Nepal’s interim government under Prime Minister

Sushila Karki, installed after the September Gen Z

uprising to administer the country until snap elections

on March 5, 2026, continues to face a series of

reversals from the Supreme Court, exposing the legal

constraints on the unelected caretaker administration.

The most recent judgment reinstating Hitendra Dev

Shakya as managing director of the Nepal Electricity

Authority (NEA) was only one example in a broader

pattern of judicial resistance to decisions deemed

overreaching, retaliatory, or procedurally flawed. That

case was already significant because it involved an

attempt by the new administration, led by energy

minister Kulman Ghising to restructure leadership in

the politically sensitive power sector. The Supreme

Court regarded the move as arbitrary and beyond the

scope of an interim government. [AiR No. 49,

December/2025, 2]

Prior to this, the judiciary had issued additional rulings

that reinforce this message. It struck down the

government’s decision to terminate the contracts of

personal assistants to lawmakers and political office-

holders, arguing that blanket dismissals lacked legal

basis. It then blocked the recall of 11 Nepali

ambassadors, warning that an interim administration

lacking electoral legitimacy cannot adopt decisions

with long-term diplomatic implications. The court also

reversed the dissolution of the Land Problem

Settlement Commission and its district offices, again

stressing that major institutional restructuring exceeds

what an interim executive can lawfully undertake.

Constitutional scholars in Nepal view these rulings as

consistent in both substance and tone: the court is not

attempting to immobilize the government but is

insisting that the Karki administration restrict itself to

essential governance and election preparation rather
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than making structural, politically consequential

decisions. Several opinions note that the Prime

Minister’s cabinet—composed largely of retired judges,

lawyers, and senior bureaucrats—continues to

approve measures that the court repeatedly finds

incompatible with the caretaker mandate. [The

Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Pro-monarchy actors engage

through protest mobilization and party

consolidation ahead of elections

(ec/lm) Pro-monarchy actors in Nepal are active

through both protest movements and formal party

politics as the country approaches parliamentary

elections scheduled for March 5, 2026, following the

September youth-led uprising that led to the collapse

of the previous governing coalition.

The government has established a dialogue

mechanism to engage with a nationwide protest

campaign that combines demands for debt relief with

calls for the abolition of the current republican

constitution and the restoration of the monarchy. The

campaign is led by Durga Prasain, a businessman and

political activist with prior associations across leftist,

mainstream, and royalist political currents. Its support

base includes individuals claiming harm from credit

cooperatives, microfinance institutions, and banks due

to lending practices and debt recovery measures.

Officials have stated that several demands raised by

the campaign, including constitutional change,

nationalization of banks and financial institutions, and

the removal of approximately 600,000 individuals from

banking blacklists, cannot be addressed through

executive action. The government is assessing more

limited measures within existing legal constraints,

including potential compensation of NPR 100,000 (USD

730) for individuals affected by crisis-hit cooperatives,

while rejecting proposals for blanket loan waivers of up

to NPR 2 million (USD 14,600). Government

representatives have indicated that the purpose of

dialogue is to maintain stability in the pre-election

period. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

Separately, Nepal’s Rastriya Prajatantra Party (RPP), a

right-wing party advocating the restoration of the

Hindu monarchy abolished in 2008, has clarified that

any move toward reinstating the monarchy must be

based on broad national consensus, rejecting both

referendums and coercive approaches. The position,

adopted at the party’s recent central committee

meeting, reflects an effort to reposition monarchism as
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a stabilizing institutional option rather than a populist

mobilization tool, in the wake of the September 2025

Gen Z uprising.

In its assessment of the September unrest, the RPP

argues that the youth-led revolt was not a single-issue

protest but the culmination of decades of governance

failures, including corruption, unemployment,

politicization of constitutional bodies, elite power

struggles, and foreign relations driven by narrow

interests. The party describes the uprising as a largely

leaderless eruption that rapidly paralyzed the state

and revealed the fragility of core institutions, including

Parliament, the executive, and the judiciary. On this

reading, pushing ahead with elections under the

existing constitutional framework—without first

addressing systemic grievances—risks further

instability rather than renewal.

The RPP’s emphasis on consensus also differentiates it

from other pro-royalist actors, notably campaigners

calling for a referendum on republicanism. While these

groups share the goal of restoring the monarchy, they

diverge sharply on method and political sequencing.

[The Kathmandu Post 2]

Against this backdrop, the RPP has entered talks with

Rastriya Prajatantra Party–Nepal, led by Kamal Thapa,

to reunify the two royalist parties ahead of

parliamentary elections scheduled for March 5, 2026.

The split dates back to 2021, but leaders on both sides

now point to the altered political landscape after the

Gen Z uprising, as well as consolidation moves

elsewhere in the party system, as reasons to reunite.

Both camps insist that ideological differences are

minimal and that remaining hurdles are technical,

suggesting a shared calculation that fragmentation

would further marginalize monarchist politics at a

moment of systemic flux.

However, the reunification push coincides with internal

tensions inside the RPP itself. Party chair Rajendra

Lingden has faced resistance from senior figures over

organizational control and responses to recent

electoral setbacks, and some leadership decisions have

reportedly not been properly registered with the

Election Commission, complicating internal

governance. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

Nepal: Supreme Court struggles to restore

case files destroyed during Gen Z protest

violence
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(lm) More than a month after the September 9, 2025

vandalism linked to the Gen Z protests, Nepal’s

Supreme Court has recovered only about 4,400 case

files, a fraction of the material destroyed when court

buildings were set on fire. Nationwide, around 933,000

files were lost across the judicial system, including

more than 20,000 pending cases at the Supreme Court

alone, severely constraining the judiciary’s ability to

function.

The court approved a special recovery directive in late

September and has asked litigants, lawyers, and bar

associations to help reconstruct files using copies,

electronic records, and published judgments. Although

all court sections have set up dedicated recovery

desks, officials acknowledge that full restoration could

take months, and hearings continue largely without

original files.

The court damage forms part of a much wider pattern

of destruction linked to the violent turn in the Gen Z

movement, which followed the killing of 19 unarmed

protesters by police on September 8. An assessment

by the National Planning Commission estimates total

nationwide losses from the unrest at NPR 84.46 billion

(USD 616.5 million), including NPR 39.32 billion (USD

287.0 million) in damage to buildings and NPR 12.94

billion (USD 94.4 million) in vehicle losses. Public-sector

losses alone are estimated at NPR 44.94 billion (USD

328.0 million), with significant damage also borne by

the private and community sectors. [The Kathmandu

Post]

Nepal: Supreme Court orders immediate

revival of stalled investigation into 2007

killings

(lm) Nepal’s Supreme Court has directed Nepal Police

to restart without delay the long-dormant investigation

into the 2007 killings in Gaur, a district-headquarter

town in southern Nepal’s Madhes Province located

near the Indian border. The court said the failure to

register and advance the case for nearly two decades

had created the impression that the justice system was

biased against victims and had effectively denied them

their constitutional right to accountability.

The incident, widely known as the Gaur massacre,

occurred on March 21, 2007, amid intense political

confrontation during Nepal’s turbulent post-civil-war

transition. Supporters of the Madhesi Janadhikar

Forum–Nepal, then a powerful new Madhesi identity-

based party pushing for federal restructuring, and

cadres of the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist), the
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former insurgent movement then entering mainstream

politics, converged at the same venue after both

groups claimed the same site for mass rallies. Violence

erupted, leading to the killing of 27 Maoist supporters

and injuring more than one hundred others.

The original complaint filed in April 2007 named 113

individuals, including Upendra Yadav, who headed the

Madhesi Janadhikar Forum–Nepal at the time and now

leads the Janata Samajbadi Party–Nepal, a major party

representing Madhesi constituencies. Former

lawmaker Baban Singh and several other Madhesi

leaders were also named. Despite the gravity of the

incident, the case remained inactive at the District

Police Office in Rautahat, with successive governments

reluctant to pursue politically sensitive allegations.

Nepal’s National Human Rights Commission concluded

in a detailed 2023 report that the killings were

orchestrated, that both political groups had

anticipated the risk of violence and that local

authorities failed to take preventive steps. It

recommended that the government investigate named

individuals, take departmental action against several

district-level security officials and provide

compensation to victims’ families, but its directives

were never implemented. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Anti-graft body files corruption and

money-laundering case against ex-airport

immigration chief

(lm) Nepal’s Commission for Investigation of Abuse of

Authority (CIAA) has filed corruption and money-

laundering charges against former Tribhuvan

International Airport immigration chief Tirtha Raj

Bhattarai after concluding that he operated a

deliberate system to send travelers abroad on visit

visas in exchange for bribes. The CIAA assigns NPR 79.8

million (USD 583,000) in illicit gains to Bhattarai and

has charged him and six associates under the

Prevention of Corruption Act 2002 and the Anti-Money

Laundering Act 2008. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Transitional justice commissions

delayed by regulatory bottlenecks and

election calendar

(lm) Nepal’s two transitional justice bodies remain

unable to begin substantive investigations into abuses

committed during Nepal’s 1996–2006 armed conflict,
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citing unresolved regulatory approvals, staffing

shortages, and the proximity of parliamentary

elections scheduled for March 2026. The delays persist

despite the commissions having been reconstituted

more than seven months ago, further slowing a

process that has already extended for over a decade.

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission and the

Commission of Investigation on Enforced Disappeared

Persons were reappointed in May 2025 following

amendments to the Enforced Disappearances Enquiry,

Truth and Reconciliation Commission Act adopted by

parliament in August 2024. The amendments cleared

the legal path for new appointments after both bodies

had remained vacant for more than two years.

Commission officials state that they cannot commence

district-level investigations without new implementing

regulations required under the amended law. Draft

regulations were submitted to the Ministry of Law,

Justice and Parliamentary Affairs in August 2025 but

are still awaiting Cabinet approval, partly due to

financial clearance procedures involving the Ministry of

Finance. In parallel, staffing plans prepared through

organizational and management surveys require

approval before additional personnel can be deployed.

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission has

indicated that it plans to significantly expand its

operational capacity, including increasing central staff

and deploying multiple investigation teams across

districts. It currently faces a substantial caseload of

78,909 complaints, including more than 15,000 new

submissions received since the latest appointments.

The disappearance commission reports approximately

2,500 pending cases. Even if investigations begin in

early 2026, officials acknowledge that time constraints

will be severe.

Commission members have indicated that the March

elections may further complicate operational timelines,

as election-related restrictions and administrative

priorities could delay fieldwork. While internal

preparations such as standard operating procedures

for investigations and hearings have been largely

completed, officials say progress remains contingent

on formal regulatory and staffing approvals.

Conflict victims’ groups and human rights advocates

have expressed skepticism about the commissions’

capacity and independence, arguing that repeated

delays reflect a lack of political commitment to

accountability. Nepal’s transitional justice mechanism

was originally established in 2015 with a two-year

mandate, but successive extensions and

reappointments have yet to result in substantive



investigations or judicial outcomes, underscoring the

persistent gap between formal commitments and

implementation. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Inflation falls to multi-decade low

amid weak domestic demand and

outward migration

(lm) Nepal’s inflation rate has fallen to its lowest level

in more than two decades, reflecting a prolonged

slowdown in domestic demand in the wake of the

September Gen Z uprising, which culminated in the

dissolution of Parliament’s lower house. According to

the country’s central bank, headline inflation stood at

1.11 percent in mid-November, down from 5.60

percent a year earlier. This is the lowest recorded level

since fiscal year 2003–04.

The decline is occurring against the backdrop of

sustained economic stagnation and high outward

migration. Large numbers of Nepalis continue to leave

the country for overseas employment, while others

increasingly seek work in India, where economic

conditions have improved.

Several external and structural factors have

contributed to the disinflationary trend. Global

economic growth has slowed amid rising trade policy

uncertainty, dampening international demand and

prices. India’s relatively low inflation, combined with

Nepal’s fixed exchange rate regime with the Indian

rupee, has also exerted downward pressure on prices.

In addition, global declines in the prices of pulses and

legumes have lowered food costs in Nepal.

Food and beverage prices declined by 3.32 percent

during the review period, compared with an increase

of 9.10 percent a year earlier. Prices of vegetables,

spices, and pulses fell sharply, while increases were

recorded for items such as ghee and oil, non-alcoholic

beverages, and dairy products. Non-food and services

inflation stood at 3.69 percent, with higher prices

reported in education, clothing and footwear, and

household goods.

Price pressures in clothing and footwear have been

linked to supply disruptions rather than demand.

Nepal relies heavily on imports from China for these

goods, but trade through the Kerung–Rasuwagadhi

border route has been disrupted since July due to

flood damage. Alternative transport routes have raised

costs amid landslides, logistical risks, and higher

borrowing costs, contributing to localized price

increases.
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Despite weak domestic activity, Nepal’s external

position remains stable. Foreign exchange reserves

stood at USD 21.52 billion in mid-November, providing

a buffer against external shocks. Inflation varied

modestly across regions, with provincial rates ranging

from 0.26 percent to 1.80 percent, and remained

slightly higher in urban areas than in rural ones. [The

Kathmandu Post]

Pakistan: Military court sentences former

intelligence chief to 14 years in prison

(lm) A Pakistani military court has sentenced Lt.

General (retired) Faiz Hameed to 14 years of rigorous

imprisonment, marking a rare conviction of a senior

former security official. Hameed previously served as

director-general of the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI),

Pakistan’s main military-run intelligence agency

responsible for external intelligence,

counterintelligence, and internal security operations.

The court found him guilty of political interference,

misuse of authority, violations of the Official Secrets

Act—Pakistan’s primary law governing the protection

of classified state information—and causing financial

harm to private individuals.

Hameed was arrested in 2024 following allegations

that he used his position to facilitate coercive property

seizures linked to a large private housing development

near Islamabad. His lawyers have stated that they

learned of the verdict through media reports and

intend to appeal. Pakistan’s military has indicated that

additional inquiries into his conduct are ongoing. [Arab

News 1]

The case carries broader political significance because

Hameed has long been viewed as closely aligned with

former Prime Minister Imran Khan, who has been

imprisoned since August 2023 on corruption-related

charges that he denies. Pakistan’s armed forces have

separately stated that Hameed is also under

investigation for his alleged role in political agitation

surrounding the May 9, 2023 unrest, when protests

erupted nationwide following Khan’s arrest. During

those protests, demonstrators attacked military

installations and government buildings, prompting a

severe security response and mass detentions. Khan

and his party, Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), deny

responsibility for the violence and have described

Hameed’s conviction as an internal matter for the

military.

Following the verdict, Defense Minister Khawaja Asif, a

senior figure in the ruling Pakistan Muslim League–
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Nawaz (PML-N), said further legal action against

Hameed could follow. Leaders of the PML-N have

accused Hameed of engaging in sustained political

interference, including actions they say contributed to

the 2017 judicial disqualification of former Prime

Minister Nawaz Sharif—who served three non-

consecutive terms and remains the party’s principal

leader—and to the subsequent rise of Imran Khan to

power. [Arab News 2]

Political and security analysts have described the

conviction as potentially signaling tougher days ahead

for Khan and the PTI, with some suggesting it could

foreshadow expanded legal and political pressure.

Others have questioned whether the case reflects

selective accountability rather than a broader pattern

of institutional reform, noting that scrutiny has not

extended uniformly to all senior figures associated

with past political interventions by the security

establishment. [Arab News 3]

These domestic developments are unfolding alongside

growing international attention to Imran Khan’s

detention conditions. A United Nations special

rapporteur on torture has warned that Khan’s

confinement in Adiala Jail, including prolonged solitary

confinement, restricted access to lawyers and family,

and constant surveillance, could amount to torture or

other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment under

international law. The rapporteur has urged Pakistan

to bring Khan’s detention into compliance with

international standards, emphasizing that extended

solitary confinement is prohibited. The Pakistani

government has rejected allegations that Khan is being

denied his basic rights. [Arab News 4]

Tensions escalated further after PTI accused police of

using water cannon in cold weather to disperse a small

protest outside Adiala Prison, where Khan’s sisters and

supporters had gathered to demand access to him

following a government-imposed ban on prison

meetings. PTI says court orders allowing legal and

family visits are being violated, while authorities argue

that demonstrations near the prison risk unrest. [Arab

News 5]

Pakistan: Supreme Court halts cybercrime

trial of prominent lawyer

(lm) Pakistan’s Supreme Court has suspended the

cybercrime trial against the human rights lawyer Imaan

Mazari-Hazir and her husband after their legal team

argued that the lower court had taken witness

testimony without the defendants present, a move
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they say violated basic procedural guarantees. The

couple is being prosecuted under the Prevention of

Electronic Crimes Act for posts that authorities claim

incited ethnic tensions and portrayed the military as

linked to terrorism, allegations they reject. If convicted,

the charges could carry a prison term of up to fourteen

years.

The intervention by the Supreme Court reflects

ongoing concerns in Pakistan’s legal community about

the way cybercrime legislation is applied, particularly

against activists and dissenting voices. Lawyers have

repeatedly warned that lower courts often proceed

despite unresolved procedural objections, contributing

to a broader debate over fair-trial standards. By

ordering the trial court to pause and instructing the

Islamabad High Court to first rule on the couple’s

pending revision petition, the Supreme Court has

effectively frozen proceedings for now. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Authorities report sharp decline

in irregular migration to Europe

(lm) Pakistan says irregular migration flows to Europe

declined by 47 percent over the past year following an

expanded crackdown on human smuggling networks.

The figures were cited after Interior Minister Mohsin

Naqvi met European Union Commissioner for Home

Affairs and Migration Magnus Brunner in Brussels,

where both sides reviewed cooperation on migration

control and law enforcement.

Pakistani authorities reported the arrest of 1,770

alleged human smugglers and facilitators nationwide

during the year, describing the campaign as a shift

toward zero tolerance for irregular migration and

document fraud. The effort was intensified after the

June 2023 Pylos shipwreck in the Mediterranean, which

killed hundreds of migrants, including a large number

of Pakistanis, and triggered closer scrutiny of

departure routes and airport screening.

As part of its enforcement strategy, Islamabad plans to

introduce AI-based immigration screening at

Islamabad airport from January to detect forged

documents and prevent illegal departures. [Arab

News]

Pakistan: Final nationwide polio

vaccination campaign of 2025 launched
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(lm) Pakistan has launched its final nationwide polio

vaccination campaign of 2025, aiming to immunize

more than 45 million children under the age of five

between December 15 and 21, as the country remains

one of only two worldwide where the disease has not

been eradicated. Domestic infections have continued

despite repeated campaigns, with approximately 30

cases recorded so far this year, following 74 cases in

2024, six in 2023, and one in 2021, underscoring

persistent volatility in eradication efforts. [Arab News

1] [Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Government moves to resolve

nationwide goods transport strike

disrupting supply chains

(lm) Pakistan’s federal government has intensified

efforts to end a nationwide strike by goods

transporters that has disrupted the movement of

cargo across the country for more than a week,

dispatching a senior delegation to Karachi for urgent

talks with transport unions. The strike has affected the

flow of goods between ports, industrial centers, and

domestic markets in an economy that relies heavily on

road transport for trade and distribution. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Refineries press regulator to

limit fuel imports amid energy security

concerns

(lm) Pakistan’s major oil refineries have formally asked

the Oil and Gas Regulatory Authority (OGRA) to restrict

fuel imports, arguing that current regulatory decisions

are displacing locally refined products in violation of

existing priority rules and weakening national energy

security. In a joint letter, refinery operators cited Rule

35(g) of the petroleum regulations, which requires

domestic refinery output to be absorbed before

additional imports are approved.

The refineries warned that continued preference for

imported fuel could depress refinery utilization and

reduce Pakistan’s capacity to manage supply

disruptions, particularly for critical products such as

diesel and aviation fuel. The issue has been escalated

to senior officials in the energy ministry and petroleum

division, signaling broader policy concern. [Arab News]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-yhr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-yhr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-yhy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-yhj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-yht/


Pakistan: Government accelerates power

sector privatization as record debt

operation targets circular debt

(lm) Pakistan’s government has taken two parallel

steps in the power sector, combining accelerated

privatization of state-owned electricity distribution

companies with a large-scale debt-market operation

aimed at reducing circular debt.

The prime minister has directed authorities to fast-

track privatization of three major electricity

distribution companies, with tenders to be issued as

part of efforts to address persistent losses linked to

weak bill recovery, electricity theft, and operational

inefficiencies. In the first quarter of the current fiscal

year, government-owned distribution companies

reported losses of PKR 171 billion (USD 599 million).

Total circular debt in the power sector stood at

approximately PKR 1.66 trillion (USD 5.81 billion) in

mid-2025. [Arab News 1]

Alongside privatization, the government has

announced the settlement of PKR 659.6 billion (USD

2.37 billion) in energy-sector liabilities through a debt-

market transaction involving the state-owned Power

Holding Limited. The settlement includes the off-

market redemption of Pakistan Energy Sukuk I and II

amounting to PKR 399.6 billion (USD 1.44 billion) and

the repayment of PKR 259.7 billion (USD 935 million) in

syndicated bank loans. Authorities have identified the

operation as part of the PKR 1,225 billion (USD 4.41

billion) Circular Debt Reduction Plan.

Additional measures under review include battery

energy storage projects through public-private

partnerships to support grid stability and steps to shift

selected power plants from imported coal to

domestically mined Thar coal, supported by

transmission and transport infrastructure upgrades.

[Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Central bank confirms receipt of

USD 1.2 billion following IMF program

reviews

(lm) Pakistan’s authorities have confirmed the receipt

of USD 1.2 billion in external financing following recent

reviews under International Monetary Fund (IMF)

programs, while reiterating that no new conditions

have been imposed beyond reforms already agreed.

The developments come amid continued engagement
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with multilateral partners to sustain macroeconomic

stabilization and advance structural reforms.

Pakistan’s central bank confirmed that the USD 1.2

billion inflow includes disbursements under two IMF

facilities: the Extended Fund Facility (EFF), the IMF’s

main medium-term lending program for countries

undertaking structural economic reforms, and the

Resilience and Sustainability Facility (RSF), a climate-

focused financing window designed to support

reforms related to climate resilience and long-term

sustainability. The disbursement followed the IMF’s

approval of the second review of Pakistan’s USD 7

billion EFF arrangement and the first review of the USD

1.4 billion RSF.

Authorities noted that compliance with earlier program

commitments — including the rollback of energy

subsidies that had contributed to inflationary

pressures — enabled Pakistan to avert default in 2023

and subsequently reduce inflation and post a current-

account surplus. The timing of the disbursement is

significant as Pakistan faces economic strain from the

recent monsoon season, which caused widespread

damage to agriculture and infrastructure. [Arab News

1]

Separately, the Ministry of Finance stated that

measures recently described in media reports as new

IMF conditions are part of a phased, medium-term

reform agenda already agreed with the Fund.

According to the ministry, the IMF programs are

structured around sequenced reforms set out in the

Memorandum of Economic and Financial Policies.

Measures cited as “new,” including public disclosure of

civil servants’ asset declarations, strengthening anti-

corruption institutions, deregulation of the sugar

industry, tax administration reforms, development of

the local currency bond market, and phased

privatization of electricity distribution companies, were

described as extensions or continuations of reforms

agreed in 2024 and 2025. [Arab News 2]

In parallel, Pakistan and the Asian Development Bank

(ADB) reaffirmed their partnership to support IMF-

aligned reforms during meetings between the finance

minister and a senior ADB delegation. The ADB

signaled readiness to provide further budget support

aligned with the IMF programs and discussed

cooperation in areas including public-private

partnerships, pension and insurance sector reforms,

climate resilience, and social sector development.

Pakistani officials highlighted priorities such as

improving project execution, continuing energy sector

restructuring, and advancing privatization, while ADB
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representatives emphasized results-based

engagement and faster implementation. [Arab News 3]

Beyond policy coordination, the ADB has approved

USD 540 million in new financing for Pakistan,

including a USD 400 million results-based loan

supporting state-owned enterprise reform and a USD

140 million concessional loan for coastal resilience

measures in Sindh province, one of the country’s most

climate-vulnerable regions. Separately, the World Bank

has approved USD 400 million to expand access to

urban water, sanitation, and hygiene services in Punjab

province, focusing on secondary cities and urban

climate resilience. [Arab News 4]

Pakistan: Finance minister says economic

strategy shifting toward trade and

investment with Gulf states

(lm) Pakistan’s finance minister has stated that the

government is repositioning its economic strategy

away from aid-based support toward trade- and

investment-led partnerships, particularly with

countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).

In an interview with an international media outlet, the

finance minister said Pakistan’s policy direction,

articulated by the prime minister, emphasizes foreign

direct investment, exports, and deeper commercial

integration rather than reliance on external assistance.

The GCC — a regional bloc comprising Saudi Arabia,

the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, Oman, and

Bahrain — was identified as a central focus of this

approach, reflecting long-standing economic ties and

the large presence of Pakistani workers in the region.

The minister cited recent macroeconomic

developments as underpinning the shift, noting that

inflation, which peaked at around 38 percent in 2023,

has fallen to single-digit levels, while fiscal discipline

has improved through primary surpluses and

containment of the current account deficit. Foreign

exchange reserves were described as covering

approximately two and a half months of imports. He

also referred to recent upgrades and outlook

improvements by international credit rating agencies

and the completion of the second review under the

International Monetary Fund’s loan program as

indicators of improved external confidence.

Reforms in taxation, the energy sector, state-owned

enterprises, public finance, and privatization were

highlighted as central to sustaining stability. The

finance minister said Pakistan’s tax-to-gross domestic
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product ratio has risen to about 10.3 percent from 8.8

percent at the start of the reform program, with

further increases targeted through widening the tax

base and strengthening compliance.

The role of remittances from the Gulf region was also

emphasized. According to the minister, inflows

reached around USD 38 billion in the last fiscal year

and are projected to rise to nearly USD 42 billion in the

current year, with more than half originating from GCC

countries.

Looking ahead, the government is seeking investment

from Gulf partners in sectors including energy, oil and

gas, mining, digital infrastructure, artificial intelligence,

pharmaceuticals, and agriculture. The finance minister

said discussions on a possible free trade agreement

between Pakistan and the GCC are at an advanced

stage, indicating a push toward more structured trade

relations alongside investment engagement. [Arab

News]

Pakistan: Bulk export terminal secures

logistics role for major copper-gold mining

project

(lm) A bulk cargo terminal at Pakistan’s main deep-sea

commercial port has signed an agreement to handle

and export copper and gold from a large-scale mining

project in the country’s southwest, a step linked to

preparations for future mineral exports expected to

begin later in the decade.

The agreement was signed by Pakistan International

Bulk Terminal Limited, which operates a mechanized

bulk terminal at Port Qasim, Pakistan’s second-largest

seaport located near Karachi and the country’s

principal hub for industrial and energy cargo. Under

the deal, the terminal will manage logistics, storage,

and exports for output from the Reko Diq project, a

large copper-gold deposit in Balochistan, Pakistan’s

resource-rich but underdeveloped southwestern

province.

Reko Diq is being developed by Barrick Mining

Corporation through its local subsidiary and is widely

described as one of the world’s largest undeveloped

copper-gold deposits, with total project investment

estimated at around USD 7 billion. According to project

partners, exports of copper-gold concentrate are

expected to begin around 2028.

The terminal operator stated that the agreement

positions it as the primary maritime export gateway for
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the project’s mineral output. The facility was developed

with an investment of approximately USD 305 million

in partnership with the International Finance

Corporation, the private-sector arm of the World Bank

Group, and currently has annual handling capacity of

12 million tons of imports and 4 million tons of

exports. Additional investment is planned to expand

export capacity ahead of mineral shipments. [Arab

News]

Pakistan: Navy conducts live surface-to-

air missile test; army leadership visits

frontline areas

(lm) Pakistan’s navy has conducted a live firing test of a

ship-based surface-to-air missile in the northern

Arabian Sea, showcasing maritime air-defense

readiness following a brief but intense military

confrontation with India earlier in the year, during

which the two sides exchanged missile, artillery, and

drone strikes and deployed air power, although no

naval engagements occurred. The test involved the FM-

90(N) ER, a medium-range naval air-defense system

designed to intercept aerial threats. [Arab News 1]

In parallel developments, Pakistan’s top military

commander, Field Marshal Asim Munir, underscored

the need for agility, precision, and rapid decision-

making in modern warfare during a visit to the

Gujranwala and Sialkot Garrisons near the Indian

border, a region of heightened strategic sensitivity

following the recent hostilities between the two

nuclear-armed neighbors.

During the visit, Munir observed field exercises and

advanced simulator-based training, including

demonstrations involving tanks and unmanned aerial

systems. He also addressed broader security

challenges, stating that the Pakistan Army remains

focused on both external threats and internal

pressures. He referred to hostile hybrid campaigns,

extremist ideologies, and divisive forces as ongoing

risks to national stability, signaling continued emphasis

on internal security alongside conventional deterrence.

[Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Police rescue abducted bus

passengers after armed operation in

riverine border area
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(lm) Pakistani police have rescued 11 passengers

abducted from a bus traveling on a major

interprovincial highway linking Punjab and Balochistan,

following an armed operation near the border

between Sindh and Balochistan provinces. The

passengers were seized after gunmen intercepted the

bus on the Ghotki–Guddu–Kashmore Link Road, a key

route connecting southern and western parts of the

country.

The abduction took place in the katcha region, a

marshy riverine belt along the Indus River in upper

Sindh that is difficult to access and has long served as

a hideout for heavily armed criminal gangs involved in

kidnapping and banditry. Police said the rescue

followed an exchange of fire near a village in the area,

during which two of the abducted passengers were

injured and taken to hospital. [Arab News]

Seychelles: Government launches inquiry

into Assomption Island development

(lm) The government of Seychelles has formally

launched a Commission of Inquiry to examine the

sublease and development of Assomption Island,

following the swearing-in of the commission on

December 12. The inquiry was announced in

November and approved by the National Assembly on

December 10, fulfilling constitutional requirements.

[State House, Seychelles]

Assomption Island is a remote outer island of

Seychelles with heightened political, environmental,

and strategic sensitivity. Located near major Indian

Ocean shipping routes and close to the Aldabra Atoll—

a UNESCO World Heritage Site—the island has been

the focus of sustained public concern over

environmental protection, transparency in state

contracting, and long-term sovereignty considerations.

The commission is tasked with reviewing the legality,

procedural compliance, and alignment with national

interest of agreements governing development

activities on Assomption Island. These include a 99-

year lease signed in July 2024 between the state and

the Island Development Company, as well as a

subsequent sublease concluded in September 2024

involving private investors, both finalized under the

previous administration.
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Sri Lanka: Post-Cyclone Ditwah situation

dominates domestic agenda

(ss/lm) Cyclone Ditwah emerged as the defining

national development in Sri Lanka during the past

days, with the scale of human loss, economic damage,

and institutional strain becoming clearer as

assessments advanced and international response

mechanisms took shape. The cyclone, which made

landfall on November 28, triggered widespread

flooding and landslides across much of the island and

continues to shape domestic governance priorities and

external engagement.

As of the time of writing, official figures indicate that

more than 600 people have been killed, over 200

remain missing, and approximately 2.2 million people

have been affected nationwide, including an estimated

1.7 million classified as severely impacted. Nearly every

district reported damage linked to flooding, landslides,

or infrastructure failure. Housing losses are extensive,

with more than 6,000 homes confirmed destroyed and

over 110,000 partially damaged, leaving tens of

thousands of families displaced or living in temporary

arrangements. [Daily Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror 2]

Preliminary economic assessments estimate total

damage and losses at approximately USD 6–7 billion,

encompassing transport infrastructure, power

transmission, irrigation systems, public buildings,

agriculture, and private enterprise. Transport

disruptions remain significant, with only about 30

percent of the railway network operational at the

height of the crisis and hundreds of kilometers of

roads damaged. Industrial activity has been affected

across multiple sectors, with more than 18,000

enterprises reporting cyclone-related disruption,

including micro-, small-, medium-, and large-scale

firms. Agricultural losses, including crop destruction

and damage to aquaculture and livestock, have added

pressure to food supply chains and household

incomes. [Daily Mirror 3] [Daily Mirror 4]

The government has continued emergency relief

operations while transitioning toward early recovery

and reconstruction planning. A national needs

assessment is currently being conducted with support

from the World Bank and other agencies, intended to

inform medium-term reconstruction priorities and

financing requirements. The government has also

established the Rebuilding Sri Lanka Fund, which has

surpassed USD 10 million in donations, alongside

initial budgetary allocations for emergency relief and

compensation. [Daily Mirror 5] [Colombo Gazette]
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At the international level, the United Nations and

humanitarian partners have launched a Humanitarian

Priorities Plan seeking USD 35.3 million to support

658,000 of the most vulnerable people between

December 2025 and April 2026. Moreover, multilateral

financial institutions have announced additional

support: the World Bank has confirmed up to USD 120

million in emergency assistance by repurposing funds

from existing projects to help restore essential services

and infrastructure, while its private-sector arm has

indicated continued advisory and investment support

for affected enterprises. The Asian Development Bank

has separately provided USD 10 million to support

disaster-affected small and medium-sized enterprises.

[Daily Mirror 6]

Several bilateral partners—including regional

neighbors and extra-regional donors—have delivered

humanitarian assistance, while the government has

confirmed plans to convene an international donor

conference once the needs assessment process is

completed. [Daily Mirror 7] [Daily Mirror 8]

Alongside relief and recovery efforts, questions

regarding early warning and institutional response

remain unresolved. Opposition figures and

independent actors have stated that meteorological

data and expert assessments indicate that early

warnings related to Cyclone Ditwah were issued as

early as November 23, and have called for a

parliamentary inquiry to establish whether statutory

disaster-management mechanisms were activated in a

timely manner. Government representatives, in

contrast, have stated that evacuation warnings were

issued in landslide-prone areas based on available

forecasts and that advance action contributed to

saving lives, while also acknowledging technological

limitations in national weather-forecasting capacity.

[Daily Mirror 9] [Daily Mirror 10]

Sri Lanka: Extraordinary gazette

summons parliament for December 18

(lm) An Extraordinary Gazette has been issued

summoning Sri Lanka’s Parliament to meet on

December 18 at the request of Prime Minister Dr.

Harini Amarasuriya. The development follows a

request made last week by Sri Lanka Podujana

Peramuna National Organiser and Member of

Parliament Namal Rajapaksa, who wrote to Prime

Minister Amarasuriya seeking an urgent sitting of

Parliament. In his letter, Rajapaksa emphasized the

need for Parliament to discharge its responsibility to

the public by expediting relief measures for
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communities affected by recent severe weather.

According to the letter, adverse weather conditions

over several days have resulted in loss of life and

extensive damage to property across multiple districts,

prompting calls for parliamentary intervention to

accelerate relief efforts. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: New Supreme Court Justice

sworn in

(ss) Court of Appeal Justice K. M. Gihan Himanshu

Kulatunga was sworn in as a Justice of the Supreme

Court on December 10. [Ada Derena]

Sri Lanka: Former ruling party moves to

rehabilitate leadership structure

(lm) Sri Lanka’s Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP), once

one of the country’s dominant governing parties, has

moved to strengthen its weakened leadership

structure by preparing to appoint former

parliamentarian and senior lawyer Wijeyadasa

Rajapakshe to a top party position. Party officials said

Rajapakshe is expected to be appointed Senior Deputy

Chairman, subject to approval at an upcoming

executive committee meeting.

The SLFP, historically the political vehicle of the

Rajapaksa family—which dominated Sri Lankan politics

for much of the period from 2005 to 2022—suffered a

sharp collapse in public support following the country’s

severe economic and debt crisis, mass protests, and

the fall of the Rajapaksa-led government in 2022. Since

then, the party has struggled to retain relevance within

a political landscape dominated by the left-wing

National People's Power alliance.

Party chair Nimal Siripala de Silva said the proposed

appointment follows the resolution of long-running

internal legal disputes, noting that Rajapakshe has

withdrawn six court cases connected to the SLFP as

part of a negotiated settlement. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Opposition leader calls for

dialogue on Universities (Amendment) Bill

(ss) Opposition Leader Sajith Premadasa has called on

the government to initiate consultations with all

relevant stakeholders on the proposed Universities
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(Amendment) Bill, which has already been tabled in

Parliament. [Daily Mirror]

The proposed bill seeks to amend the Universities Act

of 1978 by revising procedures for the appointment

and removal of university officials, including deans and

heads of departments, and by adjusting the role of

university governing bodies in these processes.

[Universities Amendment Bill]

Sri Lanka: Courts address cases involving

former President and other members of

his family

(lm) Two separate court proceedings during the

reporting period involved former President Gotabaya

Rajapaksa and another close relative of the Rajapaksa

family, placing ongoing legal cases linked to the family

that dominated Sri Lankan politics for more than a

decade until Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s resignation in 2022.

In Colombo, the High Court is considering the next

procedural steps in a money laundering case against

Daisy Forrest, a close relative of the Rajapaksa family,

following a court-ordered medical evaluation. On

December 11, Forrest appeared before the Colombo

Judicial Medical Officer (JMO) to assess whether she is

mentally fit to stand trial, after the Attorney General

informed the court of the examination a day earlier.

The High Court said it will review the JMO’s report

before determining how proceedings will continue and

scheduled the case to be recalled on February 9, 2026.

[Daily Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror 2]

Separately, in Jaffna, the Magistrate’s Court ordered

former President Gotabaya Rajapaksa to submit an

affidavit detailing alleged death threats by February 6,

2026. The order followed Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s

statement to the court that he was unable to appear in

person due to security concerns.

Gotabaya Rajapaksa was summoned in connection

with a case concerning the abduction of Frontline

Socialist Party activists Lalith Kumar and Kugan

Weeraraju, who were abducted on December 10, 2011,

according to party representatives. At the time of the

alleged abductions, Gotabaya Rajapaksa was serving as

Secretary to the Ministry of Defence, a position he held

from 2005 to 2015 during the presidency of his

brother, Mahinda Rajapaksa. [Daily Mirror 3]
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Sri Lanka: Bribery Commission moves to

arrest former petroleum minister in fuel

procurement case

(lm) Sri Lanka’s Commission to Investigate Allegations

of Bribery or Corruption (CIABOC) has informed the

Chief Magistrate’s Court that it is taking steps to arrest

former Minister of Petroleum Resources Development

Arjuna Ranatunga in connection with an alleged fuel

procurement case involving the Ceylon Petroleum

Corporation (CPC).

According to submissions made to court on December

15, CIABOC alleges that the cancellation of three long-

term fuel supply tenders for 2017–2018, followed by a

shift to higher-priced spot tenders, caused an

estimated loss of LKR 800 million (approximately USD

2.6 million) to the CPC. The former CPC chairman,

Dhammika Ranatunga, was arrested earlier and

named as the first suspect, while Arjuna Ranatunga

has been named as the second suspect in the

investigation.

CIABOC told the court that Arjuna Ranatunga could not

be produced as he is currently overseas. The

Commission requested continued detention of the first

suspect, citing that investigations remain ongoing.

The Chief Magistrate ordered the release of Dhammika

Ranatunga on bail, subject to two sureties of LKR 1

million each (approximately USD 3,200 per surety), and

imposed a foreign travel ban. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: High Court schedules

corruption case against former fisheries

minister

(lm) The Colombo High Court has scheduled for

January 29, 2026, further proceedings in a corruption

case filed by the Commission to Investigate Allegations

of Bribery or Corruption (CIABOC) against Rajitha

Senaratne, a former fisheries minister, and two other

defendants.

The case concerns alleged financial losses to the state

arising from the 2014 leasing of the Modara Fisheries

Harbour to a private company. During a hearing on

December 11, CIABOC informed the court that it was

seeking to amend the existing charges. The High Court

approved amendments to 13 charges. [Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Cabinet approves senior

appointments in key state departments

(lm) Sri Lanka’s cabinet has approved appointments to

two senior administrative posts to fill vacancies

created by recent retirements and transfers.

The post of Director General of the Department of

State Enterprises became vacant following the

retirement of the previous officeholder earlier in

December. Cabinet approved the President’s proposal,

submitted in his capacity as Minister of Finance, Policy

Planning and Economic Development, to promote the

current Additional Director General—a Special Grade

officer of the Sri Lanka Accountants Service—to the top

position.

In a parallel move, cabinet also approved an

appointment to the post of Director General of the

Department of Project Management and Supervision,

which had fallen vacant after the former officeholder

was appointed Deputy Secretary to the General

Treasury. The role will be filled by the department’s

Additional Director General, a Special Grade officer of

the Sri Lanka Planning Service. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Cabinet approves two 50-

megawatt wind power projects

(lm) Sri Lanka’s Cabinet has approved the development

of two wind power plants, each with a capacity of 50

megawatts, in Mullikulum, Mannar, as part of the

government’s plan to generate 70 percent of national

electricity from renewable sources by 2030. The

projects form part of the Mullikulum Wind Power Park,

a 100-megawatt initiative to be implemented under a

Build–Own–Operate model with a 20-year monitoring

period. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: World Bank financing backs

renewable energy expansion and primary

health care reform

(ss) Sri Lanka has secured two new financing

agreements with the World Bank’s International

Development Association totaling USD 180 million,

aimed at supporting structural reforms in the energy

and health sectors.

Under the first arrangement, Sri Lanka has obtained a

USD 30 million credit to advance renewable energy
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development. The funding is intended to support the

expansion of solar, wind, and other clean energy

projects, strengthen grid resilience, and reduce

dependence on imported fossil fuels. The program

also seeks to improve energy access in underserved

areas, lower long-term energy costs, and enhance the

policy and technical capacity of state energy

institutions, in line with Sri Lanka’s climate

commitments and broader economic stabilization

efforts. [Ada Derena]

Separately, Sri Lanka has signed an agreement for USD

150 million to reform and strengthen the primary

health care system over the 2024–2028 period. The

nationwide initiative focuses on prevention and

management of non-communicable diseases, elderly

and palliative care, expansion of community-level

services, and improved preparedness for climate-

related health emergencies. As part of the program,

cabinet has approved the procurement of vehicles and

logistics equipment to address transport and supply-

chain constraints affecting frontline health services,

with the aim of improving coverage and service

delivery across all districts. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: SEC defers Colombo Dockyard

share suspension as Indian takeover

advances

(lm) Sri Lanka’s Securities and Exchange Commission

has deferred the suspension of trading in Colombo

Dockyard PLC shares for six months, extending the

deadline to June 11, 2026, as the company moves

toward a strategic takeover by India’s state-owned

shipbuilder Mazagon Dock Shipbuilders Limited. The

suspension had been scheduled for December 11 due

to Colombo Dockyard’s prolonged placement on the

stock exchange “Watch List” following concerns over its

financial viability flagged in audited accounts.

The SEC has also approved the transfer of the

company’s controlling stake from Japan’s Onomichi

Dockyard to Mazagon Dock, subject to conditions.

These include the successful completion of a pending

rights issue and a mandatory offer by Mazagon to

remaining shareholders in line with takeover

regulations. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Nearly 1,000 arrested in

nationwide anti-drug operation
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(lm) Sri Lankan police reported that 997 suspects were

arrested during a nationwide anti-drug crackdown

carried out on December 11 under the operation titled

“Ratam Ekata.” Authorities said the operation led to the

seizure of 332 grams of heroin in 347 heroin-related

raids, 851 grams of synthetic drugs commonly referred

to as “ice” in 385 operations, and 7 kilograms and 468

grams of cannabis. Police also reported the discovery

of 11,569 cannabis plants during 195 separate raids.

[Daily Mirror]
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Brunei: Plan to transform maritime sector

unveiled

(dql) Brunei’s Maritime and Port Authority (MPABD) has

unveiled Navigating 2030, its five-year strategic plan for

2026–2030, aimed at elevating the nation’s maritime

and ports sector from a supporting role to a core

driver of trade, investment, and sustainable growth.

The plan is structured around five strategic pillars:

maritime safety, security and sustainability; a thriving

maritime economy; a skilled, future-ready workforce;

innovation and digitalisation; and regional maritime

leadership.

The plan’s key commitments include enhancing safety

and environmental stewardship, diversifying maritime

services, developing local talent, and advancing

technology adoption. [Asia News Network]
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Cambodia: Government launches anti-

poverty scheme

(mi) The Cambodian government has announced the

launch of a new initiative, the Graduate-Based Social

Protection Programme, intended to combat poverty in

the country. 5,000 households in Kampong Chhang

province and Preah Vihear province will receive home

coaching, cash support and start-up capital, to assist

these households in finding a sustainable path out of

poverty, develop skills and contribute to economic

development.

Over the next ten years, the initiative is planned to be

expanded to approximately 200,000 households

across Cambodia. [Khmertimes]

Cambodia: Rice exports surpass 800,000

metric tons

(mi) The Cambodian Rice Federation (CRF) has

reported that between January and November 2025,

more than 800,000 tons of milled rice. This sets a

record for Cambodian rice exports, and when

combined with paddy rice exports, has generated

more than USD 1.9 billion in earnings.

CRF president Lay Chhun Hour has remarked that “we

expect rice exports to reach between 900,000 and one

million tonnes” in 2025. This is in keeping with a one

million tons export goal set by the Cambodian

government ten years ago.

Rice is currently exported to more than 72 countries,

and efforts from the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry

and Fisheries to expand Cambodian market presence

in the Philippines. [Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Tourism drops but remains

promising

(mi) The Ministry of Tourism has reported that

Cambodia has received 4.75 million visitors in 2025, a

decrease since 2024, which has been due to tensions

on the Cambodia-Thailand border. However, tourism

from China experienced a 44 percent increase, and

tourism remains a prominent sector of the Cambodian

economy.

Additionally, the president of the Cambodia

Association of Travel Agents has said that in the past
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year, there has been in increase in visitors from high-

potential countries. These visitors are expected to

spend more money on their trips. She attributes this to

expansions in Cambodian tourist infrastructure, such

as the opening of the Techo International Airport in

October. [Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Hundreds arrested in online

scam crackdown

(mi) 125 suspects have been arrested in a major

crackdown on online scams on December 9. Hundreds

of computers and phones were also seized. Two South

Korean victims were rescued from the group.

Both Cambodian nationals and foreign suspects were

arrested in the raids. [Khmer Times]

Indonesia: Police decree defying court

ruling exposes potential power struggle

within the country

(ms) Indonesia’s National Police have issued an

internal regulation allowing active officers to hold

civilian posts in government ministries and state

institutions, directly contradicting a recent

Constitutional Court ruling that prohibits such dual

roles and requires officers to resign or retire before

taking civilian positions.

The regulation, signed this week by National Police

chief Gen. Listyo Sigit Prabowo, has drawn sharp

criticism from legal experts and civil society groups,

who describe it as a rare and open act of defiance

against the country’s highest court. The decree permits

police personnel to be seconded to at least 17

ministries, agencies and commissions, including the

Financial Services Authority (OJK), the Corruption

Eradication Commission (KPK), the Financial

Transaction Reports and Analysis Center (PPATK) and

several economic and security-related ministries.

The move comes just weeks after the Constitutional

Court struck down an ambiguous clause in the 2002

National Police Law that had been used to justify the

widespread placement of active officers in civilian

posts. In its ruling, the court reaffirmed that police

officers must resign or retire before assuming non-

policing roles, citing constitutional principles of civilian

governance and professional law enforcement. [see

AiR No. 46, November/2025, 3]
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Legal scholars warned that the police decree

undermines judicial authority. “This is not a matter of

interpretation,” said a constitutional law expert. “The

court ruling is explicit. An internal regulation cannot

override a Constitutional Court decision.” [The Jakarta

Post]

Estimates suggest that more than 4,000 active police

officers were embedded across ministries, regional

governments and state agencies during the past

decade, particularly under former president Joko

“Jokowi” Widodo. During that period, the police

emerged as one of the most influential institutions in

Indonesia’s political and bureaucratic landscape,

exercising authority not only over public security but

also regulatory, financial and administrative domains.

The Constitutional Court ruling was seen as a

corrective step aimed at restoring the post-1998

reform principle that security forces should not

simultaneously act as political or bureaucratic

managers.

The National Police leadership has not publicly framed

the newest decree as defiance, arguing instead that

external placements remain necessary for

coordination, crime prevention and national security.

However, the timing and scope of the regulation

suggest institutional resistance to a loss of influence.

“This is an assertion of autonomy,” said a governance

analyst. “The police are signaling that they intend to

preserve their reach inside the state apparatus, even if

that means testing constitutional limits.”

The confrontation unfolds under President Prabowo

Subianto, a former army general whose administration

has placed security-sector reform back at the center of

public debate. Prabowo recently established a Police

Reform Acceleration Commission, chaired by former

Constitutional Court chief justice Jimly Asshiddiqie, to

propose changes aimed at improving accountability,

professionalism and public trust following a series of

deadly and controversial policing incidents.

Publicly, the reform agenda has been framed as a

response to mounting concerns over excessive force,

corruption and weak internal accountability —

highlighted by cases such as the 2022 Kanjuruhan

stadium disaster and the killing of a young protester

during demonstrations earlier this year.

Privately, however, some analysts interpret the reform

push as part of a broader recalibration of power

among Indonesia’s security institutions.
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Under Prabowo, the government has simultaneously

advanced policies that expand the military’s role in

civilian affairs, including amendments to the military

law that allow active-duty officers to occupy more

civilian posts, as well as deployments of the armed

forces into sectors such as agriculture, food security,

logistics and health production.

In that context it is arguably  that the police reform

may serve not only institutional accountability goals,

but also a political objective: reducing the influence of

a police force that grew powerful under Prabowo’s

predecessor, while consolidating authority within a

military-backed presidency.

Indonesia: Soft launch of new state-

facilitated history book amid concerns

over white-washing

(ms) The Indonesian government’s launch of a new,

state-facilitated national history series has revived

long-standing debates over how the country’s past

should be documented, interpreted and taught—

particularly as it enters a new political era under

President Prabowo Subianto.

The 10-volume series, Sejarah Indonesia: Dinamika

Kebangsaan dalam Arus Global (Indonesian History:

National Dynamics in Global Currents), was formally

introduced during a “soft launch” at the Ministry of

Culture in Jakarta on 14 December 2025. Compiled

over roughly one year and spanning nearly 8,000

pages, the work traces Indonesia’s history from

prehistoric times to the early period of Prabowo’s

presidency. The Ministry of Culture says the project

involved 123 historians and researchers from 34

universities and research institutions, and aims to

incorporate academic findings published since the

early 2000s.

Culture Minister Fadli Zon has described the series as

an effort to update Indonesia’s historical reference

works, noting that the last major state-supported

publication, Indonesia dalam Arus Sejarah, released in

2011, covered events only up to the reform era.

According to the ministry, the new series is intended to

“enrich public understanding” of Indonesia’s historical

trajectory and reflect developments in archaeology,

historiography and interdisciplinary research.

However, the project has attracted sustained criticism

from historians, academics and human rights

organizations, not only over its relatively closed

development process, but also over concerns that it



could soften or reframe contentious episodes of

Indonesia’s modern history at a politically sensitive

moment.

A central point of contention is the perception that the

book functions as an “official history” endorsed by the

state. Critics argue that when governments

commission and promote comprehensive national

narratives, there is an inherent risk that certain

interpretations are prioritized while others are

marginalized—particularly where past state violence,

military actions or unresolved human rights cases are

concerned.

Civil society groups have expressed concern that the

new series may downplay or selectively frame

episodes such as the mass killings of 1965–66, abuses

during the New Order era, and violence surrounding

Indonesia’s occupation of East Timor. These issues

remain politically and socially sensitive, with many

cases still lacking judicial resolution or official

acknowledgment.

The controversy has been amplified by the fact that the

book extends into the early period of President

Prabowo Subianto’s administration. Prabowo, a former

senior military officer, has long faced allegations

regarding his role in the kidnapping and disappearance

of pro-democracy activists in 1997–98, as well as

involvement in military operations linked to human

rights abuses in East Timor during the late 1980s and

1990s. While Prabowo has consistently denied

wrongdoing and argues that he acted within military

command structures, these episodes remain a

significant part of Indonesia’s historical debate.

Against this backdrop, critics argue that a state-backed

historical narrative risks minimizing or reframing

events connected to figures who now occupy positions

of political power. They warn that this could contribute

to a gradual normalization of unresolved abuses,

rather than encouraging accountability or open

reflection.

Another key criticism relates to transparency. While

the Ministry of Culture emphasizes the number and

diversity of contributing historians, academic

observers note that draft manuscripts were not widely

circulated for independent peer review, nor was there

a clearly defined public consultation process before

the launch. This has raised questions about editorial

oversight, decision-making authority and how

disagreements among contributors were resolved.

Human rights advocates argue that history writing,

particularly on modern political violence, benefits from



broad scholarly scrutiny and public engagement.

Without this, they say, confidence in the neutrality of

the narrative is harder to establish—regardless of the

credentials of individual contributors.

The use of the book in educational settings has also

been raised as a concern. If adopted as a primary

reference for schools or state institutions, critics fear it

could shape public understanding in ways that limit

critical discussion, especially for younger generations

who rely heavily on official curricula. [Tempo] [The

Jakarta Post] [Voice of Indonesia]

Indonesia: Largest Muslim organization

faces leadership crisis after rival claims

chair

(ms) Indonesia’s most influential Islamic organization,

Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), has entered a deepening

leadership crisis after its supreme religious council

appointed an acting chairman — a move rejected by

the organization’s sitting leader.

NU’s supreme council (Syuriah) announced on

December 11 that Zulfa Mustofa, a senior deputy

chairman, would assume day-to-day leadership until

the organization’s next congress in 2026. The decision

was presented as an interim measure to stabilize NU

amid internal disputes.

However, Yahya Cholil Staquf, NU’s elected chairman

since 2021, rejected the appointment, arguing that the

supreme council does not have the authority to

replace an elected executive leader. His refusal has left

NU with competing claims of legitimacy at the top of

the organization.

Founded in 1926, Nahdlatul Ulama is widely regarded

as the largest Muslim organization in the world, with

tens of millions of followers. In Indonesia, NU is far

more than a religious body: it operates extensive

networks of Islamic schools, universities, hospitals,

charities and social organizations, and plays a central

role in shaping religious discourse, social stability and

political alignment in the world’s largest Muslim-

majority democracy.

NU has historically acted as a moderating force against

religious extremism and has strong ties to the state.

Many senior politicians, cabinet ministers and regional

leaders are NU members or rely on its support, making

internal unity within the organization important for

Indonesia’s broader political balance.
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The crisis follows weeks of internal tension. In August,

Yahya faced criticism after inviting a pro-Israel speaker

to an internal forum, triggering backlash among senior

clerics who said the move conflicted with NU’s long-

standing support for Palestinian causes. This was

followed by allegations of financial mismanagement

within the executive board, further straining relations

between NU’s governing bodies.

NU operates under a dual leadership structure: the

supreme council oversees religious authority, while the

executive board manages daily operations. Disputes

over where authority ultimately lies have historically

been sensitive.

Observers warn that prolonged division could weaken

NU’s ability to function as a pillar of religious

moderation and social cohesion, at a time when

Indonesia is facing political polarization, corruption

scandals and disaster-related pressures. Until the next

congress resolves the issue, NU remains in an

unprecedented state of internal uncertainty with

implications extending beyond the organization itself.

[The Jakarta Post]

Indonesia: Four companies suspended

over North Sumatra floods

(ms) Indonesia’s government has temporarily

suspended the operations of four companies

operating in the upstream Batang Toru river basin

following deadly floods and landslides in North

Sumatra, as authorities intensify scrutiny of industrial

activities suspected of exacerbating environmental

damage.

The Environment Ministry said the firms — gold miner

PT Agincourt Resources, state-owned plantation

company PT Perkebunan Nusantara (PN) III,

hydropower producer PT North Sumatera Hydro

Energy (NSHE) and palm oil company PT Sago Nauli —

were halted pending environmental audits and further

investigation. Officials assessed that the companies’

activities may have contributed to heightened flood

and landslide risks during extreme rainfall that

exceeded 300 millimeters per day.

Environment Minister Hanif Faisol Nurofiq said

inspections were conducted across the Batang Toru

river basin and surrounding areas to determine

whether land-use practices, deforestation and

watershed disruption had worsened the disaster. Eight

companies are under investigation, with on-site

verification continuing for those not yet suspended.
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The enforcement action follows weeks of public

outrage after floods swept through several districts in

North Sumatra, killing dozens, displacing hundreds of

thousands and carrying large volumes of timber debris

downstream — fueling suspicions of illegal logging and

weak oversight of forest concessions.

The suspensions come amid a broader crackdown

ordered by President Prabowo Subianto on

problematic forest and land-use permits. The Forestry

Ministry confirmed the revocation of 22 forest-use

permits covering more than one million hectares

nationwide, part of a wider effort to restore order in

the forestry sector. Since February, authorities have

taken action against roughly 1.5 million hectares of

forest land deemed to be mismanaged or illegally

exploited.

A special Forest Area Order Task Force has also

launched criminal investigations into individuals and

corporations suspected of illegal logging linked to

flooding in Aceh, North Sumatra and West Sumatra.

Officials said both corporate and individual actors

could face prosecution.

The government has pledged greater transparency in

identifying the origins of flood debris and holding

companies accountable, as environmental groups

warn that lax enforcement and unchecked resource

extraction continue to amplify the human toll of

climate-driven extreme weather. [Antara] [The Jakarta

Post]

Indonesia: Light sentencing and low asset

recovery continue to weigh on anti-

corruption efforts

(ms) Indonesia’s anti-corruption framework continues

to face structural challenges, with recent data showing

relatively short prison sentences for graft convictions

and limited recovery of state losses, according to a

report by civil society group Indonesia Corruption

Watch (ICW).

ICW said corruption convicts sentenced in 2024

received an average prison term of three years and

three months, a level classified as “light” under

Supreme Court sentencing guidelines. The average

term was slightly lower than in the preceding three

years, despite the prosecution of cases involving larger

alleged financial losses.

The watchdog reviewed 1,768 corruption cases

involving 1,871 defendants handled by the Corruption
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Eradication Commission (KPK) and the Attorney

General’s Office. While prosecutors pursued several

high-value cases — including one involving state-

owned tin producer PT Timah — court rulings rarely

imposed penalties proportionate to the scale of losses

cited by investigators.

Asset recovery also remained limited. ICW estimated

that only around 4 percent of total state losses linked

to corruption cases in 2024 were recovered, even as

the total potential losses identified by law enforcement

reached record levels.

Legal observers say sentencing outcomes reflect broad

judicial discretion and existing legal provisions that

allow mitigation for cooperation, restitution or good

conduct. Confiscation of assets is often pursued

separately and can be delayed by lengthy appeals or

administrative hurdles.

Indonesia marked International Anti-Corruption Day

on December 9, nearly two decades after ratifying the

United Nations Convention Against Corruption. While

enforcement agencies continue to bring cases to court,

analysts say sentencing consistency and asset recovery

remain key issues shaping the effectiveness of the

country’s anti-graft regime. [The Jakarta Post]

Indonesia: Court orders rare chemical

castration in sexual abuse case

(ms) An Indonesian court has imposed one of the

country’s harshest sentences for sexual abuse,

ordering chemical castration alongside a lengthy

prison term for the head of an Islamic boarding school

in East Java. The Sumenep District Court sentenced the

51-year-old to 20 years in prison after finding him

guilty of sexually assaulting eight underage students

over an eight-year period.

In addition to the maximum prison term, judges

ordered him to undergo chemical castration and be

placed under electronic monitoring for up to two years

after his release. His identity will also be publicly

disclosed in national and regional media.

Chemical castration has been legally available in

Indonesia since 2016 but remains rarely applied, even

in cases involving child sexual abuse. Prosecutors said

the additional penalties would be carried out only after

the completion of his prison sentence, underscoring

the exceptional nature of the ruling and the court’s

intent to deter similar crimes. [The Jakarta Post]
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Indonesia: Social media restrictions for

children, possible sanctions for tech firms

(ms) Indonesia is preparing to impose sanctions on

technology companies that fail to comply with an

upcoming restriction on children’s access to social

media, as the government advances regulations aimed

at strengthening online child protection. The

Communications and Digital Ministry is drafting a

ministerial regulation that will serve as the technical

guideline for implementing Government Regulation on

the Governance of Electronic System Providers for

Child Protection, known as PP Tunas, signed by

President Prabowo Subianto in March.

PP Tunas requires digital platforms — including social

media, online games and e-commerce services — to

enforce minimum age limits, prevent the commercial

profiling of children’s data and assess the risks their

services pose to underage users. The ministerial

regulation, currently under preparation during a one-

year transition period, will define enforcement

mechanisms and penalties.

Communications and Digital Minister Meutya Hafid

said sanctions would be applied gradually, beginning

with formal warnings, followed by fines and, in severe

or repeated cases, termination of platform access in

Indonesia. Details of the sanctions framework have not

yet been finalized.

The regulation introduces a risk-based approach,

requiring platforms to conduct self-assessments to

determine whether their services present low or high

risks to children, based on factors such as exposure to

strangers, violent or sexual content, and addictive

features. Under the framework, children under 13 may

only use age-specific platforms, those aged 13–16 may

access low-risk platforms, and users aged 16–18 may

use all platforms, subject to parental consent.

While the government has framed PP Tunas as a child

protection measure, digital policy experts note that

implementation will be complex. Wahyudi Djafar of

Catalyst Policy Works said the regulation places

significant responsibility on platforms but risks

overlooking the role of parents and schools in

safeguarding children online. He also warned that

applying uniform risk assessments across diverse

business models — from social media to e-commerce

— could face resistance.

Indonesia’s approach contrasts with Australia’s newly

enforced blanket ban on social media use for children



under 16, opting instead for a graduated, risk-based

system that seeks to balance child safety with access to

digital information. [Asia News Network] [The Jakarta

Post]

Indonesia to impose gold export duties

from December 23

(ms) Indonesia will begin levying export duties on gold

products from December 23, a policy move aimed at

boosting state revenue and strengthening oversight of

the country’s mineral exports.

According to regulations published by the finance

ministry, the new duties will range from 7.5 percent to

12.5 percent, depending on the type of gold product,

when the government’s reference price is set between

USD 2,800 and USD 3,200 per troy ounce. If the

reference price exceeds USD 3,200 per ounce, export

duties will increase to between 10 percent and 15

percent.

Minted gold bars will be subject to the lowest duty

rates, while dore bars, or semi-pure gold ingots, will

face the highest levies. The reference price will be

reviewed periodically by the trade ministry, based on

international gold benchmark prices.

Finance Minister Purbaya Yudhi Sadewa said the

measure could generate as much as IDR 3 trillion (USD

180 million) in revenue in 2026. The government has

positioned the policy as part of broader efforts to

optimize returns from natural resources and

encourage greater value-added processing within

Indonesia.

Indonesia is one of Southeast Asia’s largest gold

producers, and the introduction of export duties

reflects a wider regional trend toward using fiscal tools

to manage commodity exports amid elevated global

prices. Market participants are expected to assess the

impact of the new duties on export volumes and

pricing strategies in the months ahead. [Reuters] [VAT

Update]

Laos: World Bank sees economic

stabilization in Laos, urges reforms to

secure long-term growth

(ms) Laos is beginning to emerge from a prolonged

economic slowdown, supported by stronger exports,
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foreign investment and a recovery in tourism, but

sustaining growth will require continued reforms and

better infrastructure management, according to a new

World Bank economic update.

The report, Consolidating Recent Reform Momentum for

Stability and Growth, estimates Lao GDP growth at

about 4.2 percent in 2025, driven by expansion in

energy, mining and manufacturing, as well as

improving regional demand. A current account surplus

and rising foreign investment have helped rebuild

foreign exchange reserves, easing pressure on the kip

and contributing to lower inflation.

The World Bank noted that these gains have come

despite constrained public spending and heavy debt

repayments. Inflation has continued to moderate,

aligning with government data showing consumer

price growth below 5 percent in November, while state

revenues have nearly reached annual targets.

However, the outlook remains fragile. The Bank

cautioned that medium-term growth is constrained by

low productivity, skills shortages and gaps in

infrastructure. To consolidate recent progress, it called

for sustained reforms, including curbing tax

exemptions, strengthening public debt management,

improving banking supervision and establishing a

stronger legal framework for public–private

partnerships.

A special focus of the report is the condition of Laos’

road network. The World Bank warned that

deteriorating roads, exacerbated by climate impacts,

overloaded trucks and fragmented maintenance

systems, are raising logistics costs and undermining

competitiveness. It recommended greater investment

in climate-resilient roads, a unified asset management

system and more stable funding for maintenance.

Recent government briefings echo these concerns.

Authorities have prioritized infrastructure repairs

following floods and landslides and are considering toll

systems on key highways to support maintenance.

While officials point to stabilizing inflation and

improving revenues, they also acknowledge ongoing

challenges, including high living costs and structural

weaknesses.

The World Bank said Laos now has an opportunity to

translate short-term stabilization into durable growth

by maintaining reform momentum and safeguarding

critical infrastructure. [The Laotian Times] [Vientiane

Times]
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Laos: International tourism rises 13

percent  in first 10 months of 2025

International tourism to Laos continued to recover

strongly in 2025, with visitor arrivals rising 13 percent

year on year in the first ten months, according to data

released by the Tourism Development Department on

December 7.

Nearly 3.8 million foreign tourists visited the country

between January and October, with travelers from

ASEAN accounting for just over 60 percent of the total.

Thailand remained the largest source market, followed

by Vietnam and China, while arrivals from South Korea

and Russia also increased.

Tourism plays an important role in the Lao economy,

contributing an estimated 9 to 10 percent of gross

domestic product when indirect effects are included,

and providing significant employment in transport,

hospitality and services.

In 2024, Laos recorded more than 4.1 million tourist

arrivals, generating about US$1.1 billion in revenue.

Authorities are now targeting over 4.3 million

international visitors in 2025, as improved connectivity

and marketing efforts support the sector’s continued

recovery. [The Laotian Times]

Laos: Two-million unexploded ordnance

cleared, long-term challenge remains

(ms) Laos has destroyed more than two million

unexploded ordnance (UXO) items since nationwide

clearance operations began in 1996, underscoring

steady progress in addressing one of the country’s

most enduring legacies of war, according to the

National Regulatory Authority (NRA) for the UXO/Mine

Action Sector.

The NRA said a total of 2,065,101 UXO items have been

removed, allowing nearly 100,000 hectares of land to

be returned for agriculture, housing and development.

Clearance efforts are carried out through a national

programme supported by international donors and

specialist organisations.

Laos is widely considered the most heavily bombed

country per capita in the world. During the Indochina

conflict between 1964 and 1973, millions of tonnes of

ordnance were dropped on its territory, much of which

failed to detonate. UXO contamination affects all
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provinces and continues to constrain rural livelihoods,

infrastructure development and investment.

Under the country’s 10th National Socio-Economic

Development Plan for 2026–2030, authorities have set

annual targets for land clearance, village-level surveys,

risk education and assistance to survivors. Officials

emphasise that UXO risk education has played a

central role in reducing casualties, particularly among

children.

Despite significant gains, the government and its

partners acknowledge that UXO contamination

remains a long-term and complex challenge that will

require sustained funding, international cooperation

and political commitment for decades to come. [Lao

News Agency]

Laos: Oudomxay province inaugurates

countries’ largest solar power project

(ms) Laos has inaugurated a 1,000-megawatt solar

power project in Oudomxay province, marking one of

the country’s largest renewable energy developments

to date and underscoring its push to diversify an

energy system long dominated by hydropower.

The project, officially launched on December 13, was

developed by CGN Energy Technology (Laos) Co., Ltd.

under a concession agreement signed with the Lao

government in September 2024.

Once fully operational, the first phase of the solar farm

is expected to generate about 1.7 billion kilowatt-hours

of electricity annually. Power will be transmitted to

China’s Yunnan province through the China–Laos 500-

kilovolt grid interconnection, supporting cross-border

energy trade and regional grid stability.

Officials say the project will also bring local benefits

through employment, skills training and improved

infrastructure. It forms part of the Northern Laos

Interconnected Clean Energy Base, which aims to

develop Oudomxay and neighboring provinces into a

regional hub for renewable energy. [The Laotian

Times]

Malaysia: Prime Minister Anwar

reshuffles cabinet to strengthen

administration ahead of 2028 election
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(dql) Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim has carried out his

second cabinet reshuffle in two years, reassigning

senior ministers and promoting new faces to enhance

government performance and public confidence ahead

of the next general election, which must be held by

February 2028. The changes follow internal party

tensions, resignations of close allies, and public

concern over the cost of living.

The overhaul introduces ten new ministers, 18 deputy

ministers, and reassigns 14 others. Notable

appointments include Akmal Nasrullah Mohd Nasir as

economy minister and Johari Abdul Ghani as minister

of investment, trade and industry. Hannah Yeoh

becomes the first non-Malay to head the ministry

responsible for Kuala Lumpur, Putrajaya, and Labuan.

Two ministers were dropped, including Zaliha Mustafa,

whose handling of issues related to former PM Najib

Razak attracted criticism, and Mohd Na’im Mokhtar,

criticized for hardline views on morality and LGBTQ

matters.

Analysts view the reshuffle less as political

appeasement and more as a strategic realignment of

Anwar’s cabinet with trusted performers to ensure

governance effectiveness in the remaining two years of

his term. The move also seeks to stabilize support in

East Malaysia, where his coalition faced setbacks in

recent state polls. [SCMP] [Channel News Asia] [Malay

Mail]

Malaysia: Government to launch 10-year

higher education roadmap plan

(tl) Malaysian government will unveil its new higher

education blueprint, the Malaysia Higher Education

Plan (PPTM) 2026-2035 in January, according to Higher

Education Minister Zambry Abd Kadir. The 10-year

roadmap outlines long-term strategies to ensure the

country’s higher education sector is competitive and

adaptable over the next decade.

The plan aims to build a sustainable and globally

competitive education system and designs as the

“living document” to update periodically with fast

evolving global trends. The blueprint centers around

two key aspects: technology advancement and human

value development, with the goal of raising graduates

with both highly skilled and grounded individuals.

Artificial intelligence will be also playing vital role in

curriculum planning, research priorities, talent

development, strengthening Malay as an academic
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language while expanding the use of English,

Mandarin, Tamil, Arabic, and indigenous languages

across universities.

The roadmap supports Malaysia’s ambition to become

a leading regional education hub, backed by improved

university performance and wider international

collaboration. Developed with input from over 8,000

stakeholders, the plan will be rolled out in phases

nationwide. [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: 15-fold increase in asset

recovery since 2015 reported

(ea) Malaysia has significantly strengthened its asset

recovery efforts, according to a new mutual evaluation

report by global financial crime watchdog Financial

Action Task Force (FATF) and Asia/Pacific Group on

Money Laundering (APG). [FATF]

According to the report, since 2015, the country has

seen a 15-fold increase in recovered assets, amounting

to USD 9.1 billion (MYR 37.6 billion). The improvement

is attributed to authorities placing a strong emphasis

on civil recovery mechanisms such as tax collection,

non-conviction-based forfeiture, and the Securities

Commission (SC) disgorgement. These efforts are

supported by coordinated policy measures under the

National Coordination Committee to Counter Money

Laundering (NCC).

Between 2019 and February 2025, Malaysia recovered

USD 9.5 billion through a multi-pronged strategy that

heavily relied on repatriated assets from the 1MDB

scandal—a large-scale corruption and embezzlement

case in which billions were diverted abroad by those

involved. The scandal accounted for more than 75

percent of total assets recovered.

Although a recovery of USD 2.3 billion—excluding

1MDB—marks an improvement since 2015, the report

notes that Malaysia’s overall recovery results still

depend disproportionately on this single high-profile

case. This, it said, raises concerns that despite

Malaysia’s strong performance in complex cases, its

asset recovery efforts remain less consistent across a

broader range of financial crimes.

The report also highlights gaps in Malaysia’s handling

of cross-border currency declarations. While the

number of declarations has increased, enforcement

remains weak: authorities are not confiscating falsely

or undeclared currency in proportion to risk levels, and

sanctions for violations lack sufficient deterrent effect.
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It concludes that Malaysia’s asset recovery framework,

though strengthened in recent years, remains only

partially aligned with the country’s risk profile and

requires further improvement. [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Government to boost smart city

development in Melaka with new funding

(tl) The Malaysian Communications and Multimedia

Commission (MCMC) has committed MYR 310 million

(USD 73 million) to support connectivity infrastructure

for the Melaka Smart City project. The funding aligns

with Melaka’s long-term plan to become a digitally

driven heritage city under the Smart Melaka 2035

blueprint.

A memorandum of understanding (MoU) was signed

between the state government and MCMC to advance

projects including enhanced fiber networks, smart

poles, wider public Wi-Fi, and improved digital

infrastructure across the entire state. Upcoming

initiatives include strengthening public safety and

traffic systems through the Melaka Network Operation

and Command Centre, deploying Internet of Things

(IoT) based flood warning tools, and supporting digital

heritage tourism. [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: National aviation group eyes

growth in new five-year plan

(ea) Malaysia Aviation Group (MAG) has unveiled a five-

year strategy (2026-2030) to position Malaysia Airlines

among Skytrax’s Top 10 Global Airlines by 2030,

signaling a shift from post-pandemic stabilization to

disciplined expansion. The plan follows a major 2020

restructuring that eliminated over USD 3.6 billion (MYR

15 billion) in liabilities and USD 2.4 billion (MYR 10

billion) in legacy debt. As a result, the group now

reports sustained operating profits, positive net

income, and rising customer satisfaction.

The strategy, known as the Long-Term Business Plan

3.0 (LTBP3.0), focuses on fleet modernization and

network expansion, including investments in new

wide-body and narrow-body aircraft, stronger Asean

connectivity, and deeper global partnerships. MAG also

aims to strengthen Malaysia’s position as a regional

aviation hub while upgrading premium service

offerings and operational performance through

workforce upskilling and best-practice management.
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Beyond passenger aviation, MAG plans to improve

financial resilience by expanding third-party

businesses such as cargo and in-flight catering, with

significant growth targeted in non-airline revenue.

Overall, the plan reflects renewed confidence in

Malaysia’s aviation sector and highlights the role of

transport infrastructure in supporting economic

recovery and regional integration. [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Defense Minister to procure

equipment for defense modernization

(tl) Malaysia’s Defense Ministry has outlined plans to

strengthen and modernize the Malaysian Armed

Forces (MAF) through key acquisitions. The proposed

upgrades focus on improving air defense, naval

support and overall combat readiness across the army,

navy and air force.

The planned investments include two batteries of the

medium-range air missile defense systems, two Multi-

Role Support Ships (MRSS), and enhanced strike

capabilities for the 17th Patrol Vessel Squadron.

Additional initiatives cover new infantry vehicles,

upgrades to short-range air defense, improvements to

81-millimeter (mm) mortar systems, and expanded

satellite communications to support MAF’s operations.

[Malay Mail]

Myanmar: Two candidates disqualified

from general election 

(su/anl) The Union Election Commission (UEC) has

removed two candidates from the ballot, independent

candidate U Tin Htoo Aung and Labour Party candidate

U Kyaw Thu Ya, after determining they were in

violation of Section 10(dh) of the the country’s election

law.

According to the UEC, Section 10(dh) bars individuals

who belong to, support, or maintain links with

organizations declared illegal, designated terrorist

groups, or armed insurgent organizations opposing

the State.

Citing these criteria, the commission struck both

names from the list and issued formal notifications. U

Tin Htoo Aung had been set to run for the position of

Yangon Region Minister for Rakhine Ethnic Affairs,

while U Kyaw Thu Ya was contesting a Yangon Region

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


Pyithu Hluttaw seat under the first-past-the-post

system.

The UEC noted that 86 candidates were initially

disqualified nationwide for failing to meet eligibility

requirements, and that additional removals have

occurred as scrutiny continues. The commission is

empowered under Section 36 of the Election By-Laws

to remove candidates from the final list if

disqualification arises before polling day. [Eleven

Myanmar]

Meanwhile, human rights organization Fortify Rights

has warned that the military regime is using its newly

enacted election law to silence critics and intensify

repression ahead of the planned general election. The

NGO accused the junta of wielding the law as a

weapon against freedom and democracy, charging

media outlets and arresting journalists, activists, and

ordinary citizens who criticize or refuse to legitimize

the regime.

According to the Ministry of Information, at least 95

charges were filed under the Election Protection Law

between July and early November 2025. [Mizzima 1]

In addition to Fortify Rights’ warning, the Special

Advisory Council–Myanmar (SAC-M)—a group of

international human rights and policy experts formed

in March 2021 in response to the coup d’état in

February 2021—warned of the regime’s escalating

violence against civilians as it moves toward holding

elections later this month. The group urged the

international community, including the Association of

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and its member

states, to act urgently to protect civilians as the junta

intensifies what is called a campaign of terror ahead of

the polls.

According to SAC-M, the military has sharply increased

deadly aerial attacks on civilian homes, public

gatherings, and critical infrastructure across large

areas controlled by resistance forces.

The warnings came as on December 10—the

International Human Rights Day—a junta fighter jet

bombed a public hospital in Mrauk-U Township,

Rakhine State, killing at least 31 people, including

women and children, and injuring at least 68 others.

SAC-M stated that these airstrikes are being used to

manipulate electoral participation. By targeting areas

outside its control, the junta seeks both to suppress

turnout and to terrorize populations under its

authority, describing the strategy as “gerrymandering

through atrocities. [Mizzima 2]
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Myanmar: Low turnout reported in

overseas early voting for general election

(anl) Anecdotal evidence indicates negligible

participation in overseas advance voting for Myanmar’s

general election organized election, with many polling

stations reportedly attracting almost no voters.

The regime reported that ballot boxes were set up at

50 embassies, permanent missions, and consulates by

December 1, with 41 completing advance voting by

December 8, but it did not disclose turnout figures. In

Thailand, home to more than 4.1 million Myanmar

nationals, labor activists reported that only a handful

of migrant workers participated.

In South Korea, where more than 60,000 Myanmar

citizens live, advance voting at the embassy in Seoul

was extended from December 7 to December 12 after

fewer than 25 voters reportedly turned up during the

initial two-day period. Anti-junta groups staged

protests outside the embassy, with demonstrators

saying each ballot cast for the junta legitimizes ongoing

violence.

Similar sentiments were reported in Singapore, where

Myanmar nationals cited the military’s violent

suppression of peaceful protests and questioned the

legitimacy of the election. While some embassies

posted photos of overseas voting on social media,

none released participation data.

According to the junta’s 2024 census, more than 1.12

million Myanmar citizens live abroad, 69 percent of

them in Thailand. However, the census excluded an

estimated 19.2 million people in conflict-affected

areas, suggesting the true number of Myanmar

nationals overseas is likely much higher. [The

Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Junta orders fuel importers to

repay USD 257 million over alleged dollar

manipulation

(su) Myanmar’s military authorities have ordered fuel

importers to repay more than MMK 540 billion (USD

257 million) by the end of January, accusing them of

manipulating the US dollar and causing financial losses

to the state over the past four months. Business

owners said companies have been warned that failure
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to comply could result in criminal charges, including

fraud and breach of trust.

The order follows investigations launched last month

into alleged irregularities in fuel imports, including

dollar speculation and bribery. Among those

questioned were Deputy Minister of Energy Thant Sin

and Director-General Shwe Maw. Thant Sin was

dismissed from his post on November 25 and remains

under investigation, with authorities also examining

transactions conducted through the bank accounts of

his family members.

Companies reportedly ordered to repay funds include

Best Oil Co, Myat Metta Mon Co, Max Energy, and

Denko, with repayment amounts calculated based on

fuel import volumes.

Since late 2022, the regime has imposed quotas on

fuel imports and required importers to obtain approval

from the Foreign Exchange Supervisory Committee for

both quantities and foreign currency use. Importers

said excess fuel imported beyond approved quotas

had initially been withheld by authorities before being

released, with companies now required to reimburse

the state. [Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: New briefing alleges junta

systematically weaponizes humanitarian

aid

(su) A new briefing released on December 9 by civil

society research group Progressive Voice (PV) accuses

Myanmar’s military authorities of obstructing,

manipulating, and profiting from humanitarian

assistance while escalating violence against civilians

and aid workers. The report documents patterns of

administrative restrictions, physical blockades, and

targeted attacks that PV argues have turned natural

disasters and conflict-driven crises into avoidable

humanitarian catastrophes. [Progressive Voice]

PV cites the March 28 earthquake in central Myanmar

—which killed at least 4,000 people—as a recent

example. While publicly calling for international

assistance, the junta reportedly restricted access to

affected areas, denied travel authorizations,

confiscated relief items, and imposed intrusive

registration requirements on aid groups and survivors.

The briefing also recounts incidents in which ASEAN-

branded aid was diverted to military warehouses in

Naypyitaw and when Australian medical teams

reported their supplies were seized en route to

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


affected communities in Mandalay and Sagaing

regions.

These actions, PV argues, form part of the military’s

longstanding “four cuts” strategy aimed at severing

civilian support for resistance movements. Since the

2021 coup, restrictions have tightened further through

laws such as the 2022 Organization Registration Law,

which criminalizes unregistered humanitarian activity

and effectively bans independent operations. PV

documented at least 165 attacks on humanitarian

actors since 2021, including killings, arrests,

intimidation, and the destruction of property.

The briefing also notes that in the six weeks after the

earthquake the junta carried out roughly 200 airstrikes

in the disaster zone, doubling civilian casualties in

Sagaing Region and further obstructing relief work. PV

warns that assistance routed through junta-controlled

systems is particularly vulnerable to diversion,

including through exchange-rate manipulation that

could allow authorities to capture “up to half” the value

of aid.

According to the report, such funds may indirectly

support ongoing military operations and preparations

for the planned December 2025 election. PV calls on

donors to cease engagement with junta-linked

channels and instead prioritize local civil society and

border-based networks with established access and

community trust. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Insurgent groups accused of

importing precursor chemicals for drug

production

(su) Minister for Home Affairs, Lt-Gen Tun Tun Naung,

said on December 10 that insurgent groups are

importing precursor chemicals from abroad and

producing narcotics inside territories under their

control.

Speaking at the 2025 meeting of the Central

Committee on the Prevention and Control of Narcotics

and Psychotropic Substances in Naypyitaw, he

described drug production and trafficking as a

transnational threat linked to money laundering, arms

smuggling, and terrorism, and argued that the

country’s security and rule of law continue to be

undermined by armed groups exploiting the ongoing

conflict.

According to the minister, precursor chemicals and

related materials are being moved into Myanmar
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“through various means,” enabling drug manufacture

in areas outside junta authority. He cited UNODC

estimates that 316 million people used illicit drugs

globally in 2023, framing Myanmar’s narcotics problem

as part of a wider regional and global challenge.

Authorities reported continued eradication of opium

cultivation through joint operations involving the

Tatmadaw, police, and administrative departments,

along with local militias and ethnic groups. Alternative

development programs are being implemented in

parts of southern Shan State, including projects funded

by the state government and collaborations with

Thailand’s Office of the Narcotics Control Board and

the UNODC.

Tun Tun Naung also raised concerns about increasing

use of e-cigarettes and vaping among young people,

highlighting the presence of etomidate—a substance

with effects similar to ketamine—in some products.

The minister called for tighter oversight of controlled

and uncontrolled chemicals, including variants and

intermediates used to circumvent existing laws. He

suggested establishing a “single port entry system” to

better regulate chemical imports and prevent diversion

to drug manufacturers.

Myanmar, he said, will continue to expand cooperation

with neighboring countries, ASEAN, Mekong and

BIMSTEC partners, and international law-enforcement

bodies such as UNODC, AFP, DEA, NNCC, and ONCB.

[Eleven Myanmar]

Myanmar: Junta forms high-level anti-

scam body

(su) Myanmar’s military authorities have established a

16-member Central Supervisory Committee on

Combating Telecom Fraud and Online Gambling,

chaired by Home Affairs Minister Lieutenant General

Tun Tun Naung. According to the announcement, the

body is responsible for drafting policies, coordinating

with foreign counterparts, forming subcommittees,

and developing standard operating procedures aimed

at curbing online scam operations. Its membership

includes senior officials from military intelligence, the

police, the central bank, regional commands, and

several ministries.

The formation of the committee comes as

international enforcement efforts intensify. The United

States recently announced a Scam Center Strike Force

involving five federal agencies, stating it has begun
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joint operations with Thai police. Washington has also

imposed sanctions on leaders of two junta-allied

armed groups—the Democratic Karen Benevolent

Army (DKBA) and the Karen Border Guard Force (BGF)

—accusing them of involvement in large-scale fraud

schemes operating out of compounds in Myanmar’s

border regions. A bill aimed at targeting overseas scam

syndicates, the Dismantle Foreign Scam Syndicates Act

(HR 5490), has also advanced to the US House Foreign

Affairs Committee.

Myanmar officials have rejected allegations of state

involvement in the scam operations. At a recent

meeting, military regime leader Senior General Min

Aung Hlaing briefed Thai Foreign Minister Sihasak

Phuangketkeow on efforts to dismantle scam hubs in

Myawaddy Township, including KK Park and Shwe

Kokko. The regime has cited cooperation frameworks

with China, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam in

countering cross-border fraud. [The Irrawaddy]

Authorities demolish more online fraud buildings in

Myawaddy, arrest over 500 foreigners

Meanwhile, authorities have demolished 17 additional

buildings used for online gambling and fraud

operations in the KK Park area of Myawaddy, Kayin

State, and arrested 516 people, including 225 Chinese

nationals, according to official sources. The

demolitions form part of an ongoing multi-agency

operation targeting illegal online gambling hubs in the

Shwe Kokko and KK Park areas, which have been

linked to transnational fraud networks.

On December 12, security forces destroyed one four-

story building, two three-story buildings, and fourteen

two-story buildings in area three of the Myawaddy–

Mae Htaw Tha Lay (KK Park) zone. With the latest

action, a total of 398 out of 635 identified illegal

structures in KK Park have now been demolished.

Authorities also burned confiscated equipment used in

online fraud operations to prevent reuse.

The crackdown has been accompanied by arrests and

repatriations of foreign nationals. On December 12, 56

people, including 54 Indonesians and two Kazakh

nationals, were transferred out of Myanmar via the

Thailand–Myanmar Friendship Bridge No. 2. Additional

inspections in Ward No. 5 of Myawaddy uncovered 516

foreign nationals from more than a dozen countries,

alongside 550 computers allegedly used for online

gambling activities.

Officials stated that joint security and administrative

teams will continue operations in coordination with
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neighboring countries to dismantle online fraud

networks operating in Myanmar. [Eleven Myanmar]

Myanmar: Resistance group reports 16

junta soldiers killed in clashes in Magway

Region

(su) The People’s Defence Force (PDF) Thayet District

Battalion 4 reported that two clashes on December 8

in Thayet Township, Magway Region, resulted in the

deaths of 16 junta soldiers. The skirmishes occurred as

two military columns—one 30-member unit from

Thayet Township and a 40-member joint military–

police contingent from the Ye Nan Thar Police Outpost

in neighboring Kamma Township—advanced along the

Thayet–Kamma road to secure the area ahead of the

regime’s planned elections.

Following the clashes, surviving soldiers regrouped and

deployed heavy weapons near Set Taung village

monastery before withdrawing to Thayet Township

later in the day. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Junta escalates airstrikes on

civilians in Rakhine

(anl) Myanmar’s military junta has launched a new

wave of airstrikes and artillery attacks on civilian areas

in Rakhine State, despite mounting international

condemnation following the recent hospital massacre

in Mrauk-U.

On December 12, regime aircraft reportedly used

cluster munitions and rockets to strike villages in

Ponnagyun, Pauktaw, and Mrauk-U townships.

Earlier that night, junta jets bombed two villages in

Kyaukphyu Township, an active conflict zone where

fighting between the military and the Arakan Army (AA)

continues. According to the AA, at least eight civilians

were killed, and 10 others injured. Residents stated

that the victims were internally displaced people

sheltering in the targeted villages.On the same day,

junta gunships and fighter aircraft shelled the AA-

controlled town of Gwa and surrounding areas.

Rakhine media also reported that a military base in the

state capital, Sittwe, fired artillery on an island off

Rathedaung Township on December 12.
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These attacks followed widespread international

outrage over the December 10 airstrike on a public

hospital in Mrauk-U, which killed more than 30

patients, caregivers, and medical staff—including an

infant—and injured over 70 others.

In a further escalation, the AA stated that junta fighter

jets bombed villages in Ponnagyun and Rathedaung

townships in the early hours of December. [The

Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Authorities report arson

attacks on government buildings

(su) Myanmar’s Ministry of Information reported that

joint forces of the Karen National Union (KNU) and

People’s Defense Force (PDF) attacked Yephyu Town in

Taninthayi Region on December 12, shelling and

setting fire to government buildings, staff housing, and

privately owned properties. According to the

statement, the assault targeted the Yephyu Town

police station from the northern side using heavy and

small arms, while coordinated groups opened fire from

the south and near a bridge to block reinforcements.

The ministry said police at the station returned fire,

supported by security forces stationed in the

southeastern part of the town, forcing the attackers to

retreat. While withdrawing, the groups allegedly

torched multiple buildings along their escape route,

including the General Administration Office, Forest

Department Office, a multi-department office, a public

hospital, a bank, and staff housing.

Authorities reported that no security personnel were

injured, while assessments were ongoing to determine

whether civil servants or civilians were harmed. [Eleven

Myanmar]

Philippines: Plunder complaint against

Vice President Sara Duterte widens amid

new allegations on campaign funding

(ms) A coalition of civil society leaders, religious figures,

economists and youth activists has filed a plunder

complaint against Philippine Vice President Sara

Duterte, accusing her of orchestrating the misuse of

more than PHP 600 million (about USD 10.9–11 million)

in confidential funds during her tenure at the Office of

the Vice President (OVP) and the Department of

Education (DepEd).
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Filed with the Office of the Ombudsman on December

12, the complaint also alleges graft, malversation,

bribery, culpable violation of the Constitution and

betrayal of public trust. The complainants claim that

PHP 612.5 million (around USD 10.9 million) disbursed

between 2022 and 2023 was diverted through

systematic schemes involving unsupported vouchers,

fabricated receipts and unauthorized handovers of

cash to security personnel.

Lawmakers previously revealed that PHP 125 million

(about USD 2.2 million) in OVP confidential funds was

spent within just 11 days, while a House inquiry later

found that hundreds of millions more were disbursed

under Duterte’s leadership at both agencies. The

House of Representatives impeached Duterte over the

issue, but the Supreme Court voided the articles of

impeachment on procedural grounds before a trial

could begin.

The case has taken on added political weight following

the emergence of a sworn affidavit by a former Duterte

aide alleging that her 2022 campaign was partly

funded by drug syndicates and Philippine offshore

gaming operators (POGOs). The aide claimed that large

amounts of cash were delivered to campaign-linked

groups and later to individuals connected to the Vice

President’s security and political network. Duterte’s

camp has rejected the affidavit as false and malicious,

and the allegations have not yet been tested in court.

The claims have nonetheless intensified scrutiny

because POGOs expanded rapidly in the Philippines

during the presidency of Rodrigo Duterte, Sara

Duterte’s father, becoming closely associated with

concerns over money laundering, organized crime, tax

evasion and foreign influence, especially from China.

Several Senate and law-enforcement investigations in

recent years have linked some POGO operators to

illegal drug trafficking, human trafficking and bribery of

public officials. While the current administration has

moved to shut down most POGOs, their past political

protection remains a sensitive issue.

Against this backdrop, the affidavit has raised

questions about whether funds linked to the POGO

industry may have flowed into domestic politics during

the 2022 election cycle. Duterte and her allies have

dismissed the claims as politically motivated and part

of a broader effort to discredit her amid corruption

probes. Individuals named in the affidavit have denied

involvement, and no formal charges related to

campaign financing have so far been filed. [PhilStar 1]

Plunder cases are among the most difficult to

prosecute in the Philippines, requiring proof not only
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of misuse of public funds but also the accumulation of

at least PHP 50 million (around USD 890,000) in ill-

gotten wealth for personal enrichment. Duterte has

denied all allegations, calling them a “fishing

expedition.” Malacañang has said the charges should

be properly investigated, while the Ombudsman has

yet to announce whether a formal probe will proceed.

[GMA News] [PhilStar 2] [PhilStar 3] [Rappler]

Philippines: Hunt for fugitive ex-lawmaker

Zaldy Co goes global amid flood control

graft case

(ms) Philippine authorities have expanded their search

for former lawmaker Elizaldy “Zaldy” Co beyond

national borders, alerting foreign governments and

international law enforcement agencies as they seek to

arrest him over alleged corruption linked to flood

control projects.

Co, a former House appropriations committee chair

and Ako Bicol party-list representative, is facing graft

and malversation charges before the Sandiganbayan,

the Philippines’ anti-graft court. Prosecutors allege he

was involved in irregularities tied to a PHP 289 million

(around USD 5.1 million) road dike and flood control

project in Naujan, Oriental Mindoro, which

investigators say was substandard or improperly

implemented.

After Co left the Philippines in July, authorities declared

him a fugitive. Interior Secretary Jonvic Remulla has

said Co was last known to be in Portugal, prompting

Manila to coordinate with Portuguese authorities

despite the absence of an extradition treaty. The

government has also cancelled Co’s Philippine

passport, a move President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. said

was meant to prevent further travel and pressure him

to return.

The National Bureau of Investigation (NBI) has sought

an Interpol red notice, which, if approved, would alert

police in member countries that Co is wanted under a

Philippine arrest warrant. While a red notice does not

guarantee arrest, it allows foreign authorities to detain

a suspect under their domestic laws.

Investigators have also searched Co’s condominium in

Taguig, seizing documents and a small amount of cash

believed to be relevant to the case. Separately,

customs officials are probing a luxury car linked to Co

amid wider allegations of illicit wealth.
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Co has denied wrongdoing and has accused senior

officials, including President Marcos, of orchestrating

corruption—claims the government has dismissed as

baseless. His case has become a high-profile test of the

Marcos administration’s pledge to crack down on

large-scale corruption, particularly in infrastructure

spending tied to disaster prevention and flood control.

[Inquirer] [PhilStar]

Philippines: House moves to consolidate

anti-political dynasty bill

(ms) The House committee on suffrage and electoral

reforms has reiterated its commitment to crafting a

consolidated anti-political dynasty bill that would

restrict close relatives from simultaneously or

successively running for and holding elective public

office, a move aimed at curbing entrenched family-

based power in Philippine politics.

Committee chair and Lanao del Sur Representative Zia

Adiong said at least 14 anti-dynasty bills are currently

pending before the panel, each proposing different

definitions and scope for regulating political dynasties.

The committee plans to consolidate the measures

through extensive deliberations and public

consultations to arrive at a version that is

constitutionally defensible and politically viable.

Most of the bills filed in the House seek to bar

immediate family members of an incumbent elected

official from running for or occupying another elective

post within the same period or electoral cycle. These

typically apply to relatives up to the second degree of

consanguinity or affinity, including spouses, parents,

children, siblings, grandparents and in-laws. The

prohibition would apply only to elective positions, such

as seats in Congress, local executive posts and local

legislative councils, and would not extend to

appointive government roles.

Other proposals go further. A bill filed by Senator Bam

Aquino would expand the restriction to relatives within

the third degree, while measures from Senator Risa

Hontiveros and Representative Sarah Elago propose

coverage up to the fourth degree, significantly

widening the circle of family members prohibited from

seeking elective office while a relative is in power.

[PhilStar]

The push to enact an anti-political dynasty law is

rooted in Article II, Section 26 of the 1987 Constitution,

which mandates the State to prohibit political

dynasties “as may be defined by law.” Despite this
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provision, no enabling legislation has been passed in

nearly four decades, largely because many lawmakers

themselves come from political families.

The issue remains highly relevant in a political system

widely dominated by dynasties. Prominent families

such as the Marcoses and the Dutertes have held

multiple elective positions across generations, often

simultaneously at the national and local levels.

Academic studies and civil society groups have linked

dynastic concentration of power to reduced political

competition, weaker accountability and persistent

inequality in many regions.

Philippines: Department of Justice indicts

businessman Ang, others over missing

cockfighting enthusiasts

(ms) Philippine prosecutors have moved the high-

profile “missing sabungeros” case to court after the

Department of Justice (DOJ) approved the filing of

criminal charges against businessman Charlie “Atong”

Ang and more than 20 other individuals over the

disappearance of dozens of cockfighting enthusiasts.

In a resolution dated December 10, the DOJ found

probable cause to indict Ang and 21 others for

kidnapping with homicide, a non-bailable offense

under Philippine law. Prosecutors also approved

kidnapping with serious illegal detention charges

against 16 individuals, including Ang, citing sufficient

evidence to proceed to trial.

The case involves the disappearance of more than 30

men linked to cockfighting operations between 2021

and 2022. Many of the victims were last seen at

cockfighting arenas or facilities connected to online

sabong, a gambling activity that was later banned by

the government.

According to the DOJ, 26 criminal informations will be

filed before regional trial courts in Batangas and

Laguna, areas where several of the victims were

allegedly abducted.

The indictments relied heavily on the testimony of a

self-confessed insider, Julie “Dondon” Patidongan, who

alleged that the victims were abducted, killed and

disposed of by an organized group operating within

the cockfighting industry. Prosecutors said his account

was supported by corroborating evidence sufficient to

establish probable cause, a threshold lower than proof

beyond reasonable doubt.



Ang has denied the allegations. His lawyer described

the DOJ’s ruling as “flawed and grossly unfair,” arguing

that it relied too heavily on the testimony of a single

witness whose credibility remains disputed. The

defense said it plans to file a motion for

reconsideration.

The case has drawn broader attention because of its

indirect links to former president Rodrigo Duterte,

whose administration oversaw a controversial anti-

drug campaign marked by allegations of extrajudicial

killings carried out by so-called “death squads.” While

Duterte is not accused in the sabungero case, critics

and rights groups note similarities in alleged methods

— enforced disappearances, secret killings and witness

intimidation — which have revived scrutiny of informal

armed networks believed to have operated with

political protection during his presidency, as well as a

flourishing of the cock-fight seen under him, with

alleged connections to elite circles. [Inquirer] [PhilStar]

Philippines: 2026 budget in deadlock

(ms) The Philippines’ proposed 2026 national budget

remains unresolved as of December 16, after delays

and disagreements emerged during bicameral

conference committee deliberations, raising

uncertainty over whether Congress can pass the

spending plan before the end of the year.

The proposed PHP 6.793 trillion national budget (USD

120 billion) is currently under review by the bicameral

conference committee, which is tasked with reconciling

differences between the House of Representatives’ and

the Senate’s approved versions of the General

Appropriations Bill (GAB). Both chambers passed their

respective versions earlier in December, clearing the

way for bicameral talks.

Formal bicameral deliberations began on December

10, but progress has been uneven. Initial sessions were

delayed by the absence of several lawmakers, while

subsequent meetings were slowed by procedural

objections and disagreements over the presentation of

agency budgets. On December 13, discussions were

temporarily stalled after senators raised concerns over

allocations for major spending departments.

One of the most contentious items has been the

budget of the Department of Public Works and

Highways (DPWH), which accounts for one of the

largest shares of government spending. The House

version allocates substantially more funding than the

Senate proposal, with differences amounting to
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hundreds of billions of pesos. Senators have argued

for reductions, citing questions over the effectiveness

and prioritization of flood-control and infrastructure

projects. The DPWH budget alone exceeds PHP 900

billion (USD 16 billion) in some House proposals,

making it a focal point of negotiations.

On December 15, Senate finance officials

acknowledged that the bicameral process was running

behind schedule, even as committee members

continued to review allocations for education, health,

social protection and infrastructure. Education remains

the single largest budget item, with funding exceeding

PHP 900 billion (around USD 16 billion), reflecting a

shared priority between the two chambers.

The bicameral process has also drawn scrutiny from

civil society groups, which renewed calls on December

14 for greater transparency. Advocacy groups warned

that significant changes — including so-called

“insertions” — can be made during the bicameral stage

with limited public disclosure.

To allow more time for negotiations, Congress

extended its session until December 23. Lawmakers

have acknowledged that failure to pass the 2026

budget before year-end would result in a reenacted

budget, under which the 2025 spending plan would be

carried over. Economists caution that this could delay

new programs and infrastructure projects planned for

2026. [Inquirer] [Philippine News Agency] [PhilStar 1]

[PhilStar 2]

Philippines: Government centralizes tax

audit approvals after alleged widespread

extortion of businesses

(ms) The Philippine government has launched a

sweeping overhaul of the Bureau of Internal Revenue’s

(BIR) audit system following allegations that tax audits

were being abused for harassment and extortion, with

Letters of Authority (LOAs) at the center of the

controversy.

An LOA is the legal document that authorizes BIR

examiners to audit a taxpayer. Without it, any tax audit

is invalid. With it, tax officers gain broad powers to

examine records, assess back taxes, and impose

penalties. Because audits can disrupt business

operations and carry heavy financial consequences,

LOAs have long been seen as one of the most powerful

tools in the tax system.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-jhl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-jhr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-jhy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-jhj/


Concerns over abuse intensified after lawmakers and

business groups complained that some taxpayers were

subjected to repeated or overlapping audits, often by

different teams. These practices, they alleged, were

used to pressure companies into paying bribes in

exchange for lighter assessments or the early

termination of audits.

The issue reached a tipping point when the Senate’s

Blue Ribbon Committee opened an investigation into

alleged misuse of LOAs and Mission Orders, citing

reports of red tape, arbitrary targeting and extortion.

In response, Finance Secretary Frederick Go ordered

the immediate suspension of all field audits to allow a

comprehensive policy review.

BIR Commissioner Charlito Martin Mendoza has since

announced that all LOAs must now be cleared by his

office before issuance. This centralization is intended

to eliminate discretion at lower levels, prevent

duplicate audits and establish clear accountability.

Under current rules, any LOA issued outside the

approved system will be considered void. [PhilStar]

Philippines: Marcos-era assets deteriorate

decades after recovery

(ms) More than three decades after the Philippine

government began recovering alleged ill-gotten wealth

linked to the Marcos family and their associates,

hundreds of millions of pesos’ worth of assets are

deteriorating due to inadequate preservation,

according to a recent audit by the Commission on

Audit (COA).

In its latest report, COA said assets under the care of

the Presidential Commission on Good Government

(PCGG) — including properties, artworks and jewelry —

remain vulnerable to deterioration, unauthorized

occupation and loss of market value. Auditors

identified PHP 581.33 million (about USD 10.4 million)

in recovered and sequestered assets lacking basic

safeguards such as security, fencing, maintenance,

proper storage and updated valuations.

COA attributed the situation largely to the absence of a

dedicated preservation plan and funding. The audit

noted that PCGG failed to allocate resources

specifically for asset preservation, exposing properties

to risks that could complicate eviction cases, delay

disposition and reduce potential government revenue.

High-value artworks were found without appropriate

storage, leaving them susceptible to humidity, pests
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and physical damage, while jewelry collections lacked

updated appraisals, raising concerns over inaccurate

valuation. Several properties also carried unpaid real

property taxes, which COA warned could lead to legal

disputes or even forfeiture. [PhilStar]

Philippines: Immigration moves to revoke

passport of alleged Chinese mining

executive

(ms) Philippine immigration authorities are seeking the

cancellation of the passport and deportation of mining

executive Joseph Sy amid allegations that he falsified

his Filipino identity, a case that senators and security

officials say echoes a recent high-profile citizenship

scandal involving former mayor Alice Guo, and

supporting growing concerns over Chinese influence in

the country.

The Bureau of Immigration (BI) said fingerprint analysis

showed that Sy matches a Chinese national named

Chen Zhong Zhen, prompting the agency to move to

revoke his Philippine passport. The BI told a Senate

hearing on December 15 that immigration records

indicate Chen Zhong Zhen previously admitted using

the name Joseph Sy.

Sy, chairman of Global Ferronickel Holdings Inc.,

appeared before the Senate Committee on Justice and

Human Rights but declined to answer questions about

his identity, place of birth and schooling, invoking his

right against self-incrimination due to a pending case

before the Court of Appeals. While a Taguig court

earlier ordered his release from detention, the BI has

elevated the case for further review.

Senator Risa Hontiveros referred to Sy as “Alice Guo

2.0,” drawing a parallel to the case of Alice Guo, a

former mayor who was removed from office after

investigations found she had allegedly fabricated her

Filipino citizenship. Guo’s case exposed systemic

weaknesses in civil registry, immigration vetting and

background checks, particularly involving individuals

with access to sensitive public positions.

Hontiveros said the comparison reflects concerns that

Sy may have similarly used falsified records to gain

Filipino citizenship, enabling him to operate in strategic

industries such as mining and to join the Philippine

Coast Guard Auxiliary, getting access for himself or in

connections to international interests, especially from

China.
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The latter is why the case has also drawn attention

from the National Intelligence Coordinating Agency

(NICA), which told senators on December 16 that Sy

remains a national security concern. NICA officials said

that even if courts rule on detention issues, unresolved

questions over identity and access to critical sectors

warrant continued monitoring.

The Senate said its inquiry will continue, focusing on

gaps in identity verification, enforcement of citizenship

laws and safeguards against foreign influence in

sensitive economic and security-related activities.

[DZRH] [PhilStar 1] [PhilStar 2]

Singapore: Founding leader’s former home

transformed into national monument

against his stated wishes

(ms) Singapore has designated the site of 38 Oxley

Road, where founding Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew

lived for decades, as a national monument, concluding

a major step in a long-running public dispute over the

property’s future.

The Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth said the

site was gazetted on December 12 on the grounds of

its historic significance and national importance.

Authorities said the decision took into account an

objection submitted by Lee Hsien Yang, Lee Kuan Yew’s

youngest son and the property’s owner.

The bungalow has been at the center of a family feud

since Lee Kuan Yew’s death in 2015. Lee Hsien Yang

and his late sister, Lee Wei Ling, had argued that their

father wanted the house demolished, and accused

their elder brother, former Prime Minister Lee Hsien

Loong, of seeking to preserve it against that wish. The

issue resurfaced after Lee Wei Ling died and an

application to demolish the property was blocked.

The government said gazetting the site does not

necessarily mean the existing building and structures

will be preserved in their current form. It said it

remains committed to removing private living spaces

from the interior to protect family privacy, in line with

Lee Kuan Yew’s stated preferences, and will study

options once it has access.

Officials said the site witnessed pivotal events in the

1950s linked to Singapore’s transition from a colony to

an independent nation. The government said it intends

to acquire 38 Oxley Road and convert it into a public

space.[Bloomberg] [South China Morning Post]
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Singapore: Home sales ease as new

project launches slow

(ms) Singapore’s private housing market showed signs

of cooling in November, as new home sales slowed

sharply amid a lack of major project launches, easing

concerns of an overheating market after a brief buying

surge a month earlier.

Developers sold roughly 325 new private homes during

the month, a steep decline from October, when sales

exceeded 2,400 units following the release of several

large developments. The slowdown reflected both the

absence of new launches and seasonal patterns, as

developers typically avoid introducing projects during

the year-end holiday period.

Market analysts expect the lull to continue into

December, but see the pause as temporary rather than

a shift in underlying demand. Several developers are

preparing to roll out new residential projects in early

2026, which could reignite buying interest and push

sales volumes higher again.

Demand for private housing in Singapore has been

supported by falling interest rates, strong inflows of

wealthy foreign residents, and rising household wealth

driven by intergenerational asset transfers. These

factors have sustained buyer appetite despite

Singapore being one of Asia’s most expensive private

residential markets.

The government has repeatedly introduced cooling

measures in recent years to curb excessive price

growth, including higher stamp duties and tighter loan

rules. While these steps have moderated price

increases, they have not significantly dampened

demand, leaving policymakers alert to renewed signs

of market exuberance in the months ahead.

[Bloomberg]

Singapore: Opposition Leader and

national media network Mediacorp

apologize for contempt of court over

interview

(st) Singapore’s Leader of the Opposition Pritam Singh

has apologized after being informed that remarks he

made in a CNA program, The Assembly, amounted to

contempt of court while his appeal against a conviction

for giving false testimony was still pending. The
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episode, recorded in July and aired on November 5,

featured Singh responding to a question about being

called a liar. Authorities said his comments suggested

political motivation behind the prosecution and

implied the “court of public opinion” was more

important than the court’s judgment. Singh said he

accepted that his statements could be construed as

impugning the court’s integrity and apologized

“unreservedly”.

Mediacorp, CNA’s parent company, also apologized

and removed the interview after the Attorney General’s

Chambers notified it that airing the episode was in

contempt. The Ministry of Law said Singh’s comments

were “very wrong” and had no place in a system

founded on the rule of law. Minister for Law Edwin

Tong previously criticized the remarks as undermining

trust in the judiciary. Authorities said Singh has since

confirmed that he accepts the court’s dismissal of his

appeal without reservation and acknowledged that

politicians must not question the integrity of the

courts.

Thailand: Parliament dissolved ahead of

snap election as constitutional reform

effort collapses

(msz/lm/bk) Thailand has entered a rapid transition

toward a snap general election after Prime Minister

Anutin Charnvirakul formally dissolved the House of

Representatives on December 12 through a royal

decree endorsed by King Maha Vajiralongkorn. The

Election Commission (EC) has since formally set

February 8, 2026, as the general election date.

Following the dissolution, the government will continue

to operate in a caretaker capacity, and authorities have

emphasized continuity in security management,

particularly in light of the ongoing Thailand–Cambodia

border conflict. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2]

[BBC]

The immediate political trigger for dissolution was the

collapse of the constitutional reform process, which

had underpinned the political arrangement that

brought Anutin to power in September 2025. Anutin

leads the Bhumjaithai Party, which governs as a

minority administration. His premiership depended on

external backing from the People’s Party, a reformist

bloc and the largest party in the lower house, under a

memorandum of agreement that included

commitments to advance constitutional reform and

dissolve parliament by late January 2026.
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That arrangement unraveled during an extraordinary

parliamentary session on December 10–11, convened

to advance constitutional amendments. Parliament

approved the creation of two 35-member bodies—one

to draft a new charter and another to manage public

participation—and endorsed a contested “20 pick 1”

selection mechanism by 328 votes to 266, with 21

abstentions. At the time, the People’s Party publicly

indicated it expected the process to proceed and said

it saw no immediate sign of dissolution. [Bangkok Post

3] [Bangkok Post 4]

The rupture centered on the role of the Senate. During

a joint sitting on December 11, parliament confirmed

that advancing constitutional amendments would

require the support of at least one-third of senators,

preserving a gatekeeping role for the current Senate,

which is not elected by universal suffrage. The People’s

Party argued that this requirement contradicted the

principle of a people-driven constitution and effectively

allowed an unelected body to block reform.

In parallel, debate highlighted fiscal and legitimacy

concerns about the charter process itself, including

disputes over meeting allowances for the drafting and

participation bodies—figures discussed publicly

included daily allowances up to THB 10,000 (USD 290)

—with critics warning of unnecessary state-budget

burdens and supporters emphasizing year-long full-

time work and eventual rate-setting by royal decree.

[Bangkok Post 5]

As tensions escalated, the People’s Party began moving

toward a no-confidence (censure) effort. Anutin

dissolved parliament before such a motion was

formally filed. People’s Party leader Natthaphong

Ruengpanyawut accused Bhumjaithai of breaching the

political agreement that had secured Anutin’s

premiership, stating that the Senate voting threshold

rendered constitutional reform a “dead end.” He said

this contradicted prior assurances that a referendum

on whether to draft a new constitution would be

pursued, followed by an elected constitutional drafting

assembly. The People’s Party has since said its

remaining priority is to ensure that the first

referendum question—whether to draft a new

constitution—is held alongside the general election, if

legally possible. [Bangkok Post 6] [The Nation 1]

Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul, for his part, has

rejected allegations that the dissolution of parliament

constituted a betrayal of prior political commitments

or an attempt to evade scrutiny. He has argued that his

government fulfilled its obligations by advancing the

constitutional amendment process through its initial

readings, while stressing that the Senate operates
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independently of the executive and that no agreement

specified how senatorial voting thresholds were to be

handled. Anutin has further stated that the decision to

dissolve the House followed a public call by the

opposition People’s Party, noting that no formal

censure motion had been filed at the time. He has

framed the dissolution as a necessary step to break

political deadlock, return the decision to voters, and

avoid a prolonged parliamentary confrontation that

could have left the country without an executive

government during a period of heightened security

concerns, including ongoing clashes along the

Thailand–Cambodia border. [The Nation 2] [Bangkok

Post 7]

The dissolution has significant implications for the

constitutional reform timetable. While elections must

be held within 45–60 days of dissolution, a

constitutional referendum requires a minimum

preparation period of 60 days, making it legally

impossible to hold both on February 8. Former Election

Commission officials have said the earliest feasible

window for a referendum would be mid-March 2026,

subject to cabinet approval and budgetary constraints

on caretaker governments. The EC has confirmed that

it is nonetheless in discussions with the caretaker

cabinet on whether a referendum could be organized

alongside the election, reflecting unresolved legal and

procedural questions. [Bangkok Post 8] [Bangkok Post

9]

The election announcement comes amid declining

public confidence in political leadership. Nationwide

opinion polls conducted in the wake of the dissolution

show that more than 40 percent of respondents could

not identify a suitable prime ministerial candidate—the

highest level recorded this year. Support for both

Prime Minister Anutin and opposition leader

Natthaphong has weakened, while party preference

surveys show a growing share of undecided voters

exceeding support for any single party. Respondents

identified economic performance, cost-of-living

pressures, household debt, and corruption as their top

priorities. [Bangkok Post 10]

Political analysts broadly agree that the early election

timing favors the prime minister’s party, given its

incumbency advantages and its ability to benefit from

a surge in nationalist sentiment linked to border

tensions with Cambodia. The Pheu Thai Party, a major

populist force and former governing party, is expected

to remain competitive with a stable support base,

while the People’s Party faces headwinds after failing

to deliver constitutional reform—though it retains

strength among younger voters and online

mobilization. No party is expected to win an outright
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majority, raising the likelihood of post-election

coalition negotiations and continued political

uncertainty. [Bangkok Post 11] [Reuters]

Thailand: High-profile defections

strengthen prime minister’s party ahead

of 2026 election

(lm) Thailand’s political landscape has shifted rapidly

following the formal dissolution of the House of

Representatives, with the Bhumjaithai Party—currently

leading the interim government under Prime Minister

Anutin Charnvirakul—emerging as a key beneficiary of

defections from mid-sized coalition parties ahead of

the February 2026 general election.

Speaking on December 16, Anutin said Bhumjaithai

now aims to become the country’s “number one party”

in the next general election, citing strengthened policy

teams, expanded personnel, and experience gained

through participation in government. While Anutin said

he was not personally seeking another term as prime

minister, he stated that the party now has multiple

figures capable of leading a government. He declined

to specify potential coalition partners, saying outcomes

would depend on election results and post-vote

negotiations. [Bangkok Post 1]

These statements coincided with a major realignment

involving the Chartthaipattana Party, a long-

established provincial party. Varawut Silpa-archa—the

party’s former leader and the son of former prime

minister Banharn Silpa-archa—on December 16

formally joined Bhumjaithai together with 12 former

Chartthaipattana members of parliament and senior

political figures. The group registered for party

membership at Bhumjaithai headquarters on the first

day of the party’s candidate registration drive, marking

one of the most substantial political realignments since

the House was dissolved.

Varawut said the decision reflected structural changes

in Thai politics, arguing that smaller parties face

increasing limitations in delivering results for voters.

He noted that Chartthaipattana had historically

controlled only a single cabinet ministry, while joining a

larger party would allow his group to operate more

effectively through broader ministerial and

bureaucratic networks. The defecting lawmakers retain

established local support bases in Suphan Buri,

Nakhon Pathom, and Roi Et.

Under Thailand’s Organic Act on Political Parties,

Varawut’s resignation from Chartthaipattana
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automatically dissolved the party’s executive

committee, triggering a requirement to reconstitute its

leadership within 60 days. In the interim, Kanchana

Silpa-archa, Varawut’s sister, is expected to assume

party leadership. Chartthaipattana has also announced

that it will not contest the upcoming election, either in

constituency or party-list races. Thai law provides that

a party is dissolved only if it fails to contest two

consecutive national elections, allowing

Chartthaipattana to remain legally registered despite

sitting out this vote.

The move was part of a broader consolidation around

Bhumjaithai. Earlier the same day, a separate group of

16 former MPs led by Deputy Prime Minister and

Natural Resources and Environment Minister Suchart

Chomklin also joined the party. In addition, Prime

Minister’s Office Minister Santi Piyatat brought in

former Palang Pracharath Party MPs aligned with his

faction, while Akanat Promphan, former secretary-

general of the United Thai Nation Party, arrived with

his political team and is expected to play a role in

organizing Bangkok constituencies. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Former governing party names

prime ministerial candidates ahead of

February 2026 election

(bk) Thailand’s Pheu Thai Party, one of the country’s

main political parties and the former leader of the

governing coalition, has formally named its three

candidates for the prime ministership ahead of the

February 8, 2026 general election. Pheu Thai’s

nominees are Julapun Amornvivat, the party’s current

leader; Suriya Juangroongruangkit, a veteran politician

and former transport minister; and Yodchanan

Wongsawat, who has been designated as the party’s

preferred candidate should it secure a parliamentary

majority. [Thai Enquirer] [Bangkok Post]

Yodchanan Wongsawat is a close relative of Thaksin

Shinawatra, a former prime minister who remains the

most influential figure historically associated with Pheu

Thai and its predecessor parties. Thaksin served as

prime minister from 2001 until his removal in a 2006

military coup. His political network has continued to

shape Thai electoral politics for more than two

decades, with multiple successor parties winning

elections but repeatedly facing judicial intervention

and military pressure. Thaksin is currently serving a

one-year prison sentence following a Supreme Court

ruling in September 2025.
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The December 16 announcement follows an earlier

statement by Paetongtarn Shinawatra—Thaksin’s

daughter and a former prime minister—who said in

October that no member of the Shinawatra family

would be nominated as a prime ministerial candidate

in the upcoming election.

Alongside the candidate announcement, Pheu Thai

also presented a policy framework outlining priorities

in economic management, infrastructure

development, and quality-of-life improvements. Party

officials said the platform would guide its election

campaign and policy agenda if it returns to

government. [The Nation]

The move comes as Pheu Thai seeks to recover

politically following recent controversies and a decline

in parliamentary strength, while competing with both

military-aligned parties and emerging rivals ahead of

the February vote.

Thailand: Reserve senators press election

authority over unresolved Senate

collusion case

(lm) A group of reserve senators has urged Thailand’s

newly appointed Election Commission (EC) to advance

a long-stalled investigation into alleged collusion

during the 2024 Senate election, calling for the case to

be referred to the Supreme Court’s Election Cases

Division.

Thailand’s Senate is not elected by popular vote but

selected through a multi-layered process involving

peer voting among candidates. Complaints filed after

the 2024 process alleged that groups of candidates

coordinated their votes in advance, effectively forming

blocs to secure Senate seats in violation of election

law, which prohibits agreements or inducements that

distort the independence of the selection process.

The petition was submitted on December 15 by a

group of reserve senators—unelected alternates

identified during the Senate selection process who

may assume office if sitting senators are disqualified.

While they do not hold seats, they are legally entitled

to challenge the legality of the election process.

Led by Akkharawat Phongthanachalitkuun, the group

asked the new EC to review how the previous

commission handled complaints alleging organized

vote-trading, coordinated candidate lists, and pre-

arranged outcomes in the Senate selection. They argue
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that these allegations go to the core legality of the

Senate’s composition.

Under Thai law, the EC is required to complete

investigations into election irregularities within one

year. According to the petitioners, that deadline

expired on July 10, 2025, yet more than one year and

five months after the Senate election, the commission

has not issued findings, disclosed evidence, or formally

closed the case.

The group called on the new EC chairman, Narong

Klanwarin, a former Supreme Court judge, to restore

credibility by forwarding the case to the Supreme

Court before the end of the year. They also requested

a review of the conduct and suitability of EC Secretary-

General Sawaeng Boonmee, arguing that the lack of

progress reflects institutional failure.

Separately, the petitioners confirmed that they have

filed complaints with the Criminal Court for Corruption

and Misconduct Cases against the Election

Commission and its secretary-general. The court has

accepted the petitions for consideration. [Bangkok

Post]

Thailand: Senate weighs fate of MoU

governing maritime dispute with

Cambodia

(lm) Thailand’s Senate was expected to issue a

recommendation on December 16 on whether to

retain, amend, or revoke MoU 44, a memorandum of

understanding signed with Cambodia in 2001 to

manage overlapping maritime claims in the Gulf of

Thailand. The agreement was intended to provide a

framework for negotiations over contested offshore

areas believed to hold energy resources, but has

produced little tangible progress over the past 24

years.

The review is being conducted by a Senate committee

tasked with examining the 2000 and 2001 Thai–

Cambodian memoranda related to border and

maritime disputes. According to the committee’s chair,

Senator Noppadon Inna, members have largely

completed their assessment and are expected to vote

immediately on a recommendation, with several

senators citing structural flaws and the lack of

outcomes under MoU 44 as reasons to reconsider its

continuation.

The debate unfolds against the backdrop of renewed

tensions between Thailand and Cambodia, including
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recent armed clashes along the land border and

growing domestic pressure in Thailand, reflected in

protests calling for the cancellation of the MoUs.

[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Scam-linked allegations and

cancelled digital MoU intensify scrutiny of

political elites

(lm/msz) Thailand’s political debate has intensified

amid expanding allegations linking senior political

figures and state-linked initiatives to cross-border

scam and money-laundering networks, alongside

government efforts to demonstrate tougher

enforcement against so-called “gray capital.” Much of

the controversy centers on Benjamin Mauerberger, a

South African–born businessman widely cited by Thai,

Cambodian, and United States authorities as being

connected to large-scale scam and illicit financial

operations across the region.

Opposition criticism has focused on Deputy Prime

Minister Thamanat Prompow, a powerful political

powerbroker associated with the Klatham Party, a mid-

sized party that has participated in past coalition

governments and is positioning it self as a potential

kingmaker for future governments. The main

opposition force, the People’s Party, alleges that

Thamanat has personal or professional proximity to

Mauerberger. Thamanat has denied any wrongdoing,

rejecting claims that he supported or benefited from

scam networks and stating that he has consistently

backed stronger enforcement against such crimes.

The accusations have been driven most prominently by

Rangsiman Rome, a People’s Party lawmaker and chair

of the House committee on state security, which

oversees issues related to internal security and

transnational crime. Rangsiman has portrayed the

alleged links not merely as corruption, but as a

national security issue, and has called for Thamanat to

personally testify before the committee, as well as for

investigations by the Anti-Money Laundering Office.

The opposition has signaled that it intends to keep the

issue in the public spotlight, using anti-scam

enforcement as a core electoral theme. [Bangkok Post

1]

Political pressure has increased following the

resurfacing of photographs taken around 2014

showing Mauerberger socializing with several senior

figures, including Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul

and former high-ranking military officials. All those

pictured have said the encounters were incidental,
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occurred long before any allegations emerged, and did

not reflect close or ongoing relationships. Critics,

however, argue that the images highlight how informal

elite networking—often facilitated through military-

and police-run executive training programs—can grant

controversial business figures access to senior

decision-makers. [AiR No. 49, December/2025, 2]

Mauerberger’s name has also surfaced in connection

with a single, now-cancelled memorandum of

understanding (MoU) signed in March 2024 between

the Ministry of Digital Economy and Society and Prime

Opportunity Fund VCC Singapore, at a time when the

Pheu Thai Party led the government. The MoU

envisaged the establishment of a Thailand

International Digital and Financial Centre, alongside

provisions for fast-track visas for up to 500 foreign

information technology specialists.

The agreement was signed rapidly between March 25

and 27, 2024, and was cancelled in late November

after officials cited legal weaknesses, improper use of

government emblems, and possible links to online

gambling operations and sanctioned individuals.

Mauerberger appeared in photographs from the

signing ceremony, which intensified political scrutiny.

Prasert Jantararuangtong, Pheu Thai’s secretary-

general and the minister who attended the signing,

stated that he did not personally know Mauerberger

and emphasized that the MoU had been reviewed by

multiple state bodies prior to approval. [Bangkok Post

2] [Bangkok Post 3]

In parallel with the political controversy surrounding

the cancelled MoU, Thai authorities have moved to

escalate enforcement in the digital finance and data-

governance sphere. The Department of Special

Investigation (DSI)—Thailand’s lead agency for complex

and high-impact criminal cases—has formally elevated

complaints concerning an iris-scanning cryptocurrency

initiative to the status of a “special case,” indicating

that the matter is being treated as one of significant

public interest, legal complexity, and potential cross-

border implications.

The investigation targets the Thai partner of Tools for

Humanity, a technology organization that promotes a

global digital identity system based on biometric

verification. Under the scheme, individuals are offered

World (WLD) tokens—previously branded as Worldcoin

—in exchange for allowing their irises to be scanned

using dedicated Orb devices, which generate a unique

digital identifier. Authorities estimate that more than

1.2 million Thai citizens underwent iris scans in 2024

alone, substantially elevating the stakes of the inquiry

and its potential implications for data protection,
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consent standards, and public trust in digital

governance. [Bangkok Post 3]

Thailand: Prime minister reiterates zero-

tolerance anti-corruption stance amid

weak transparency rankings

(msz) Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul used

International Anti-Corruption Day on December 9 to

reaffirm his government’s commitment to combating

corruption, pledging that no exceptions would be

made for actions that harm national interests.

Speaking at a national anti-corruption event attended

by representatives from state institutions, civil society,

and international organizations, Anutin acknowledged

Thailand’s poor performance in the 2024 Corruption

Perceptions Index, where the country scored 34 and

ranked 107th globally, and argued that improving

transparency is essential both for governance reform

and international credibility.

He outlined four core priorities for his administration:

strengthening anti-corruption systems, expanding

digital governance to reduce bureaucratic discretion,

enforcing laws strictly and impartially without privilege

or exemption, and fostering a culture of integrity

across society, including within schools and public

agencies. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Former opposition lawmaker

sentenced to prison over forged military

exemption

(bk) A Thai criminal court on December 16 sentenced

Jirat Thongsuwan, a former opposition member of

parliament, to two years’ imprisonment without

suspension for using a forged military conscription

exemption document, rejecting his claim that the case

was politically motivated. A request for temporary

release on bail pending appeal was still under

consideration.

According to the ruling, military records showed that

Jirat had repeatedly postponed conscription between

2009 and 2012 while studying at university, but

ultimately failed to report for selection when

summoned. He had previously received a suspended

one-month sentence for evading conscription. The

court noted that Jirat could not produce the original
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exemption certificate and was aware that he had never

completed the lawful exemption process.

Jirat, who was first elected to parliament in 2019 and

re-elected in 2023 under previous incarnations of the

main opposition People’s Party, denied all charges,

arguing that prosecutors failed to explain how the

document was forged and questioning why his records

had been retained beyond the usual archival period.

He said the involvement of senior military officers in

the case was excessive and asserted that the

prosecution was politically driven. [Bangkok Post] [The

Nation]

Thailand: Supreme Court upholds 46-year

prison sentence for activist over social

media posts

(lm/bk) Thailand’s Supreme Court has upheld a 46-year

prison sentence without suspension against pro-

democracy activist Mongkhon “Busbas” Thirakot, the

longest confirmed sentence ever imposed under

Section 112 of the Criminal Code (lèse-majesté) in

combination with the Computer Crime Act. The ruling,

issued on December 11, concludes a case arising from

27 Facebook posts published in March 2021 and has

become a reference point for understanding the

current judicial approach to political expression in

Thailand.

Mongkhon admitted to posting and sharing the

material but maintained that it constituted political

commentary rather than royal defamation. The posts

included captions, commentary, shared foreign news

reporting, video clips, and material originally written by

an exiled academic. He has been detained without bail

for more than 690 days, with courts repeatedly citing

the severity of the sentence and flight risk. Proceedings

were conducted without public access, including

hearings held via video transmission.

The case reflects a significant shift in judicial

interpretation over time. In January 2023, the Chiang

Rai Provincial Court convicted Mongkhon on 14 of the

27 posts, sentencing him to 28 years, while ruling that

the remaining posts did not sufficiently identify a royal

figure or meet the threshold for defamation. This

position changed at the Appeal Court stage in January

2024, when judges revisited previously dismissed posts

and ruled that parody, profanity, altered imagery, and

implied references could constitute defamation even

without explicit naming.
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The Appeal Court also relied on a 2013 Supreme Court

precedent to extend Section 112 to deceased

monarchs, including the late King Bhumibol. Posts that

did not mention any king by name were nevertheless

deemed criminal on the basis of inferred intent. These

expanded interpretations produced a 50-year

sentence, later reduced by the Supreme Court to 46

years, without suspension.

Mongkhon remains incarcerated at Chiang Rai Central

Prison and faces additional royal defamation cases,

including one that has already resulted in a further

prison sentence and another that remains under

investigation. [Bangkok Post] [Prachatai English]

Thailand: Court issues suspended

sentence and fines in multiple defamation

cases

(lm) A Bangkok criminal court has issued mixed rulings

in several defamation cases involving a prominent

activist, Atchariya Ruengrattanapong, resulting in a

suspended prison sentence, financial penalties, and

acquittals in related proceedings. In the main case, the

court imposed a one-year prison sentence but

suspended enforcement for two years, citing the

absence of prior convictions. The court also ordered a

fine of THB 100,000 (USD 2,900) and compensation of

THB 500,000 (USD 14,500), plus five percent annual

interest retroactive to December 2023.

The conviction stemmed from public allegations made

during a press briefing accusing a senior government

official of improperly permitting the import of expired

beef for domestic consumption. The court found that

the claims were contrary to the facts and caused

reputational harm. In a separate defamation case

brought by a senior police officer over statements

made at a press conference, the court ruled in favor of

Atchariya and dismissed the complaint. In a third case

linked to public comments concerning an investigation

into the death of a well-known actress, the court

determined that the statements constituted honest

opinion expressed in the public interest and acquitted

him. [Bangkok Post]

Timor-Leste and UN Launch Sustainable

Development Cooperation Framework for

2026–2030
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Timor-Leste and the United Nations on December 10

officially launched the United Nations Sustainable

Development Cooperation Framework 2026–2030,

setting out the strategic direction for UN support to

the country over the next five years. The framework,

endorsed by the Council of Ministers, was signed by

Foreign Minister Bendito dos Santos Freitas and UN

Resident Coordinator Funmi Balogun during a

ceremony in Dili marking the UN’s 80th anniversary.

The framework provides a shared vision for inclusive

and sustainable development, aligned with Timor-

Leste’s Strategic Development Plan 2011–2030, the

program of the 9th Constitutional Government and the

UN 2030 Agenda. It is structured around four pillars:

improving access to inclusive services, promoting a

diversified and modern economy, strengthening

climate resilience and infrastructure, and reinforcing

democratic governance. Cross-cutting priorities include

gender equality, human rights, disability inclusion and

the principle of leaving no one behind.

The framework will also support Timor-Leste’s post-

ASEAN accession preparations, including legislative

harmonization, regional trade readiness and

institutional strengthening, with joint coordination

mechanisms to monitor implementation and results.

[Government of Timor-Leste]

Timor-Leste signs USD 78 million ADB

financing deal to rehabilitate Lospalos–

Iliomar road

The Timor-Leste government on December 15 signed a

financing agreement with the Asian Development Bank

(ADB) to rehabilitate around 42 kilometers of the

national road linking Lospalos and Iliomar in Lautém

municipality. The project also includes the

reconstruction of three bridges and the design of two

additional bridges along the Baucau–Lautém corridor.

The USD 78 million package comprises a USD 75

million concessional loan and a USD 3 million grant. It

aims to improve road connectivity between the

country’s eastern and southern regions, enhance

transport safety, and strengthen infrastructure

resilience to floods, landslides, and climate-related

risks.

Finance Minister Santina José Rodrigues F. Viegas

Cardoso said the project would support local

communities and contribute to a continuous national

road network. The grant, supported by international

partners, will fund community-led climate adaptation
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measures. ADB said the project combines conventional

engineering with nature-based solutions to protect

critical infrastructure. [Government of Timor-Leste]

Separately, ADB and Timor-Leste also signed a USD 3

million grant agreement to support workforce skills

development. The grant will strengthen technical and

vocational education and training, align curricula with

labour market needs, and expand access to short,

demand-driven courses, with a focus on inclusion and

gender equality. [Xinhua]

Timor-Leste: Prime Minister addresses

ASEAN headquarters in first post-

accession visit

(ms) Timor-Leste Prime Minister Kay Rala Xanana

Gusmão addressed ASEAN headquarters in Jakarta on

December 11 in his first official visit since the country

became a full member of the regional bloc. Speaking to

ASEAN officials and diplomats, Gusmão described

accession as the “realization of a long-held dream” and

a defining moment in Timor-Leste’s national journey,

marking a shift from a difficult past toward deeper

regional engagement.

The session was opened by ASEAN Secretary-General

Kao Kim Hourn, who welcomed the prime minister and

highlighted the significance of the visit as ASEAN works

to ensure Timor-Leste’s smooth and effective

integration into the community. He also praised

Gusmão’s historic role in Timor-Leste’s struggle for

independence and post-independence state-building.

In his address, titled “Responsibility and Opportunity:

Timor-Leste in ASEAN,” Gusmão stressed that

membership brings clear obligations, including respect

for ASEAN’s core principles such as peaceful

cooperation, sovereignty, democracy, human rights,

and regional solidarity. He said the government is

pursuing reforms to meet post-accession

commitments and to join ASEAN economic

agreements, describing participation in ASEAN as an

investment rather than a cost.

The prime minister also highlighted opportunities

arising from integration into a regional market of more

than 670 million people, particularly for Timor-Leste’s

young population. During the visit, Gusmão also met

with ASEAN’s Committee of Permanent

Representatives, reaffirming Timor-Leste’s

commitment to active and constructive participation as

ASEAN’s 11th member. [Government of Timor-Leste]
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Vietnam: Parliament adopts far-reaching

legislative overhaul affecting governance,

taxation, demographics, technology and

information control

(hn/ms) On 10 December 2025, Vietnam’s National

Assembly passed one of the most comprehensive

legislative packages in recent years, approving more

than a dozen major laws and amendments in a single

session. The reforms span public-sector governance,

taxation, population policy, healthcare, artificial

intelligence, bankruptcy procedures, anti-corruption

rules, and media regulation. Most provisions will take

effect on 1 July 2026, with selected tax and

administrative measures implemented earlier.

Taken together, the package reflects Hanoi’s attempt

to modernize state administration, adapt to

demographic and economic pressures, and regulate

emerging technologies—while simultaneously

consolidating political and informational control.

Public employees Law

The amended Law on Public Employees represents a

significant shift in Vietnam’s approach to public-sector

employment. For the first time, public employees are

broadly permitted to take outside jobs, engage in

individual professional practice, invest capital, and

participate in the management or operation of private

enterprises.

These activities are allowed provided they do not

conflict with official duties, violate sector-specific

restrictions, or misuse public resources or insider

information. In cases where employment contracts do

not explicitly allow outside work, written approval from

unit heads is required.

The reform is aimed at increasing efficiency, retaining

talent and allowing greater interaction between the

public and private sectors, particularly in universities,

research institutes, hospitals and scientific

organizations. Vietnam has struggled with low public-

sector wages and talent outflows, and policymakers

view flexibility as a tool to address these constraints.

However, the law also introduces structural risks.

Governance experts note that allowing public

employees to engage in private business increases the

potential for conflicts of interest, especially in sectors

linked to procurement, licensing, healthcare and

education. While the law strengthens ethical and anti-



corruption obligations, enforcement capacity remains

a key variable. The reform therefore expands

opportunity but also raises the stakes for oversight

institutions. [Dantri, in Vietnamese]

Law on Tax Administration

The amended Law on Tax Administration requires e-

commerce platforms to declare and remit taxes on

behalf of sellers, strengthening state oversight of

online commerce. Household businesses will gradually

move from presumptive taxation to assessments

based on actual revenue starting 1 January 2026,

addressing long-standing concerns about

underreporting.

The amended Law on Personal Income Tax raises the

monthly personal deduction to VND 15.5 million (USD

588) and the dependent deduction to VND 6.2 million

(USD 235). It also increases the tax-exempt threshold

for household businesses to VND 500 million (USD

19,000) annually and expands exemptions for

overtime, night work, high-tech professionals and

certain green finance activities.

While these changes offer some relief, economists

note that the adjustments are modest relative to rising

living costs and are unlikely to trigger a strong

consumption rebound. The reforms appear designed

more to improve tax compliance and fairness than to

deliver stimulus. [Vietnamnews1]

Law on Thrift and Anti-Wastefulness

The new Law on Thrift and Anti-Wastefulness broadens

the legal definition of waste to include inefficiencies in

public investment, energy use, land management and

state asset utilization. It mandates thrift practices in

the public sector and encourages similar standards in

the private sector.

The law reflects official concern over stalled

infrastructure projects, cost overrun and inefficient

resource use. Unlike traditional anti-corruption

measures, it focuses on systemic inefficiency rather

than individual wrongdoing. However, analysts caution

that without stronger transparency requirements and

independent auditing, enforcement risks becoming

selective or symbolic.

Population Law

Amendments to Vietnam’s Population Law mark a

decisive break with the country’s long-standing

population-control framework and reflect growing

concern over declining birthrates and rapid population
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ageing. For decades, population policy was built

around a state-endorsed two-child norm that, while

not criminally enforced, was embedded in

administrative practice, party discipline and public-

sector employment rules.

Under the previous system, couples were formally

encouraged to limit families to two children. While

having a third child was not illegal, Communist Party

members and public employees could face disciplinary

consequences, including stalled promotions,

reputational penalties or loss of bonuses. At the local

level, population targets assigned to officials and

workplace compliance pledges reinforced adherence

to the two-child norm, creating strong social and

institutional pressure despite the absence of criminal

sanctions.

The revised law dismantles these mechanisms by

abolishing limits on family size and explicitly affirming

the right of individuals and couples to decide how

many children to have. This represents a shift away

from administrative control toward a demographic

sustainability approach that relies on incentives rather

than restrictions. To encourage higher fertility, the law

expands maternity leave for women having a second

child, increases paternity leave, grants housing priority

to families with two or more children and provides

targeted financial support in low-fertility regions and

among small ethnic communities.

At the same time, restrictions aimed at preventing sex-

selective practices remain in force. The law continues

to prohibit fetal sex disclosure for the purpose of sex

selection and strengthens penalties for medical

violations, reflecting persistent concern over gender

imbalance. It also expands provisions on geriatric care,

premarital health screening and reproductive health

services as Vietnam prepares for an ageing population.

[Vietnamnews2]

AI law

Vietnam’s first Law on Artificial Intelligence establishes

a national regulatory framework that combines risk-

based oversight with strong state direction over

technological development. The law differentiates

between low-risk AI applications and high-risk systems,

the latter of which will be subject to conformity

assessments, monitoring requirements and potential

restrictions. This approach draws on emerging global

regulatory models while adapting them to Vietnam’s

centrally coordinated governance structure.

At the same time, the law embeds AI development

firmly within the state’s industrial policy. Innovation is
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promoted through regulatory sandbox mechanisms,

financial incentives for startups and the creation of a

National AI Development Fund, signaling the

government’s intent to accelerate domestic AI capacity

in strategic sectors. Amendments to related laws on

intellectual property and high technology further

support technology transfer, commercialization and

research collaboration.

Oversight authority is concentrated at the executive

level. The government, coordinated by the Ministry of

Science and Technology, will supervise

implementation, while the Prime Minister retains the

power to define and update the list of high-risk AI

systems subject to stricter controls. This centralized

model allows rapid policy adjustment as technologies

evolve, but it also raises questions about transparency,

accountability and the role of independent review in

decisions affecting AI deployment, data governance

and civil liberties. [Vietnamnews3]

Anti-corruption law

Revisions to the Law on Corruption Prevention and

Control broaden the scope and intensity of asset

monitoring for officials and public employees. Under

the amended law, any unexplained increase in

declared assets or income of VND 1 billion

(approximately USD 37,940) or more within a year will

automatically trigger a request for clarification.

Explanations provided by officials will now be

incorporated into performance evaluations, formally

linking financial transparency to career progression.

The law also expands the range of assets subject to

declaration, including overseas property and bank

accounts, land-use rights, precious metals, cash

holdings and other high-value assets. These changes

are intended to close loopholes and strengthen early

detection of illicit enrichment, reinforcing Vietnam’s

long-running anti-corruption campaign.

However, past experience has raised questions about

consistency and selectivity in enforcement. While

Vietnam has pursued high-profile cases in recent

years, critics note that anti-corruption measures have

often been applied unevenly across sectors and ranks.

As a result, the effectiveness of the revised law will

depend less on its formal provisions than on whether

scrutiny is applied predictably and institutionally rather

than selectively. [Vietnam News 4]

Media and state secrets laws

Amendments to Vietnam’s Press Law and State Secrets

Law introduce significant new constraints on
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journalism and information disclosure. The revised

press law expands the circumstances under which

journalists may be compelled to reveal confidential

sources, extending this power to investigations of any

criminal offence rather than limiting it to serious

crimes. Authority to demand disclosure is also widened

to include local police and public security agencies.

The amended State Secrets Law further broadens the

definition of classified information. Newly covered

areas include leaders’ overseas travel schedules and

details of international investment dispute

settlements, increasing legal risk for journalists

reporting on governance, diplomacy and economic

policy.

Press freedom organizations argue that these changes

further restrict investigative reporting in an

environment already characterized by tight state

control. Vietnam consistently ranks near the bottom of

global press freedom indices, with journalists facing

legal, administrative and informal pressures. The

reforms reflect heightened sensitivity to information

management as the government navigates economic

restructuring, social change and growing geopolitical

complexity. [Reuters] [RSF]

Bankruptcy, VAT and strategic reserves

Additional legislation adopted by the National

Assembly seeks to address structural weaknesses in

Vietnam’s economy while reinforcing the state’s

coordinating role. The new Law on Corporate Recovery

and Bankruptcy streamlines procedures by prioritizing

restructuring and allowing the state to temporarily

advance bankruptcy costs for insolvent firms, to be

repaid from asset liquidation. Simplified procedures

aim to reduce delays and prevent value destruction,

particularly for small and medium-sized enterprises.

Amendments to the VAT law exempt unprocessed or

minimally processed agricultural and aquaculture

products from value-added tax, reducing compliance

costs for producers and cooperatives. This change

addresses inefficiencies in the existing tax regime and

supports rural incomes.

The revised National Reserve Law introduces the

concept of “strategic reserves,” designed to enhance

national economic resilience, stabilize markets and

safeguard critical supplies. The framework allows for

private-sector participation with state support for

storage and financing, reflecting a hybrid model that

blends market mechanisms with centralized planning.

[Vnexpress, in Vietnamese]
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Vietnam: The State Bank of Vietnam

issues guidance for USD 20 billion

preferential credit program

(hn) The State Bank of Vietnam has issued guidance for

a VND 500 trillion (USD 20 billion) credit program to

support investment in power infrastructure, transport

and strategic technologies.

The program will be implemented in two phases, with

about VND 100 trillion (USD 4 billion) disbursed in

2025–2026 and the remaining capital released

gradually from 2027 to 2030. Eligible borrowers are

enterprises investing in key national projects approved

by relevant ministries. Loans will carry preferential

interest rates 1–1.5 percentage points below banks’

average rates for similar tenors, applied for at least

two years.

The program will run until the end of 2030 or until the

full amount is disbursed, with banks using their own

capital and bearing full lending risks under existing

credit regulations. [Vietnamnews] [Vietnam]

Vietnam: The Ministry of Industry and

Trade introduces new electricity tariffs for

EV charging

(hn) The Ministry of Industry and Trade has issued

Circular 60/2025/TT-BCT, which clarifies how electricity

tariffs are applied and introduces new, separate

regulations for commercial EV charging stations and

battery-swap cabinets.

The circular requires these facilities to install dedicated

meters and apply electricity prices based on charging

purposes, while EVs charged under a household

contract will continue to follow household tariffs. If a

single meter is used for both household and non-

household activities, all consumption is billed at

household rates, and for non-household users unable

to install separate meters, buyers and sellers must

agree on usage proportions. The circular also

mandates accurate declarations of electricity use and

allows for up to 12 months of price adjustments if

misuse occurs. [Vietnamnews]

Vietnam: USD 16 billion on national

program for sustainable poverty
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reduction 

(ln) The 15th National Assembly approved an

investment policy for the National Target Program on

“New-Style Rural Areas, Sustainable Poverty Reduction

and Socio-Economic Development in Ethnic Minority

and Mountainous Regions” for the 2026-2035 term.

The State plans to provide US 16.05 billion for the

2026-2030 term and will continue to allocate central

budget resources from social policy credit funds.

The program combines three national target programs

into a singular framework aimed to modernize rural

areas, reduce development gaps in rural regions, and

ensure ethnic minority groups and mountainous

communities also benefit from inclusive growth. Plans

for the program are to build sustainable and climate-

resilient new-style rural areas inspired by urbanization.

To achieve sustainable poverty reduction, the program

focuses on promoting gender equality and social

welfare and developing a circular, ecological and green

rural economy with agricultural restructuring. In

addition, it also encompasses the preservation of the

cultural identities of ethnic minority groups and the

strengthening of national unity. Ultimately, the

program’s overarching objective is to improve incomes,

living standards, and well-being of ethnic minority

groups while reducing regional disparities in

development. [Vietnamnews]

Vietnam: Factories ordered to reduce

output due to increased smog in Hanoi

(ln) After a week of dense and dangerous smog in

Hanoi, Vietnamese officials have pressured industrial

factories to reduce their operations. Vietnam’s Ministry

of Health urged chemical, power and steel industrial

plants to reduce their output when Hanoi’s air quality

index (AQI) surpasses 200.

The air quality index is used to determine the volume

of hazardous particulate matter (PM2.5) currently in

the air. An AQI of 0-50 means air pollution does not

pose a risk to citizens while an AQI of 51-100 means

the air quality is acceptable yet might trouble those

sensitive to air pollution. This week, Hanoi’s AQI

peaked at over 200. Primary sources of air pollution in

the city are gasoline-powered motorbikes, industrial

production, construction, and the open burning of

garbage and agriculture residue. [Reuters] [AirNow]
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Vietnam: Exports restrictions of rare

earth metals and maintenance of ban on

ore trade

(ln) On December 11, Vietnam’s parliament approved a

law revision that further restricts exports of refined

rare earth metals and maintains a ban on ore export to

support Vietnam’s domestic ore processing industry.

Changes to the law state the requirement of being

associated with a modern industrial ecosystem that

directly benefits the domestic value chain.

While there is no immediate impact due to Vietnam’s

low refining capacity, the law revision will reduce the

exploitation of ore reserves by local ventures and

foreign partners. Vietnam has some of the world’s

biggest, rare earth metal deposits and the revised law

also stresses the importance of strict control on

exploration and processing activities of rare earth

metals. [Reuters]

Vietnam plans to prioritize and accelerate

shift to innovation-driven and technology-

based green growth of economy

(ln) On December 10, policymakers and economists

gathered at a scientific workshop to discuss potential

plans to restructure Vietnam’s economy to sustain its

long-term development for the period of 2026-2030.

Delegates at the workshop acknowledged that

restructuring is crucial to enable change from

Vietnam’s old growth model to a new growth model

based on productivity, sustainability and technology.

Changes to Vietnam’s traditional growth model is

necessary for sustainable progress and development

especially as low-cost labor, capital and resource

driven expansion is losing its strategic advantage for

Vietnam’s economy. Expert speakers at the event have

outlined the next five years as a critical period that can

determine Vietnam’s long-term growth trajectory. To

prevent losing momentum in a global market,

effectively address challenges of environmental

pressure and low productivity, it is crucial for Vietnam

to further shift towards innovation-driven and

technology-based green growth, speakers have

acknowledged.

As explained by Deputy Director of the Institute of

Strategy and Policy on Finance, Nguyễn Quốc Anh,

Vietnam needs a green growth model rooted in

innovation and technology to achieve double-digit GDP

growth through 2030, avoid the middle-income trap
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and gain high-income status by 2045. Nguyễn outlined

three strategic priorities to attain these goals. Firstly, it

is necessary for Vietnam to transition its growth from

extensive to intensive, making the total factor

productivity the core measure of economic quality.

Total factor productivity growth can be gained through

technological integration and strengthening current

workforce skills. Secondly, comprehensive economic

restructuring is imperative to modernize the current

economy. This can be achieved by addressing any

continuous bottlenecks in human capital, institutions,

and infrastructure. Additionally, to aid Vietnam’s

integration into the global market and become more

competitive, incorporating circular, digital and green

economic models into Vietnam’s current economy is

required. Specifically, the development of innovation

hubs, semiconductor industries, and the renewable

energy and low-carbon sector is vital to achieving this.

Thirdly, Nguyễn emphasized the priority to establish

transparent and measurable indicators to track

progress of Vietnam’s shift in economic models.

Nguyễn has underlined the role of the private sector in

leading the new growth model, resulting in the

importance of establishing policies that safeguard fair

competition and funnel investment towards high-tech

and green industries. The state must also embrace a

more enabling role by revising institutional

frameworks, removing barriers, and helping mobilize

the resources for strategic infrastructure in clean

energy, logistics, and national digital systems.

[Vietnamnews]

Vietnam inaugurates its first liquefied

natural gas power plants to strengthen

national energy security

(ln) On December 14, Prime Minister Phạm Minh Chính

inaugurated Vietnam’s first liquified natural gas power

plants (LNG), Nhơn Trạch 3 and Nhơn Trạch 4. The USD

1.4 billion Nhơn Trạch plants demonstrate a clear shift

towards cleaner energy for Vietnam and emphasizes

the importance of strengthening national energy

security. In his inauguration speech, PM Phạm stated

the significance of stable energy infrastructures in

rapid economic development, further noting that

modern energy systems are necessary for a country’s

fast and sustainable growth.

The two plants, Nhơn Trạch 3 and Nhơn Trạch 4, were

built by state-owned energy company Petrovietnam for

USD 1.4 billion and will primarily provide power to

southern Vietnam, an area known to be the country’s

economic hub and key region for high-tech foreign
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investment. Generating over nine billion kilowatt-hours

per year with a combined capacity of 1,624 megawatts

(MW), the plants will provide a template for future LNG

projects, with 13 already planned. Vietnam’s current

development trajectory is heavily based on high-tech

manufacturing and innovation, specifically with

semiconductor production, more data centers and

high-speed rail infrastructure. These high-tech

infrastructures and activities along with Vietnam’s

increased electricity demands result in peak energy

consumption at 54,500MW, with electricity growth

requiring to exceed GDP expansion by 1.5 to 2 times.

In line with Vietnam’s pledge to achieve net zero

emissions by 2050, LNG electricity generation reduces

carbon emissions by 40 percent as compared to coal-

powered electricity generation and by 30 percent

compared to oil-powered electricity generation. The

Nhơn Trạch plants use GE Vernova’s 9HA.02 gas

turbines, which are the industry’s most advanced

turbines in terms of efficiency and capacity.

Petrovietnam Chairman Lê Mạnh Hùng also expressed

the advancements that these LNG plants bring to

Vietnam’s energy security and net zero emission

targets. PM Phạm reiterated the government’s

prevailing support for energy infrastructure projects

for the prioritization of energy development that can

support the country’s growth. [Vietnamnews]

Vietnam: Former food safety chief

accused in VND 95 billion (USD 3.8 million)

bribery scheme

(hn) Nguyễn Thanh Phong, former director of the

Ministry of Health’s Food Safety Department, has been

accused of allowing staff to collect bribes during the

review of product registration dossiers, with total illicit

payments reaching nearly VND 95 billion (about USD

3.8 million).

Phong and Trần Việt Nga, along with 32 others, have

been recommended for prosecution on charges of

taking bribes, while 21 additional individuals face

charges of giving bribes.

Between 2018 and 2024, amid unclear regulations on

health supplement product registration, Phong

allegedly authorized the collection of unofficial fees of

VND 5–10 million (around USD 200–400) per dossier,

which were shared among officials. Investigators allege

that nearly VND 95 billion (USD 3.8 million) was paid to

expedite product approvals and GMP certifications,

with Phong personally receiving about VND 44 billion
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(USD 1.76 million), identifying him as the ringleader of

the scheme.

His successor, Trần Việt Nga, is accused of delaying

advertising approval dossiers and instructing

subordinates to collect bribes of at least VND 2 million

(around USD 80) per case. Investigators say officials

collected VND 12.7 billion (USD 508,000) in total, of

which VND 8 billion (USD 320,000) was allegedly paid

to Nga. Both are accused of being masterminds and

face criminal liability and asset forfeiture. [Vnexpress,

in Vietnamese]
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Mexico imposes sweeping tariffs on Asian

imports amid trade realignment

(mis/ms) Mexico has approved a broad new tariff

regime targeting imports especially from China but

also several other Asian economies from India,

Indonesia and Thailand, imposing duties of up to 50

percent on more than 1,400 products beginning

January 2026, a move that underscores Mexico’s

increasingly delicate position between global trade

partners.

The tariff package, approved by Mexico’s Senate on

December 11, covers a large swath of manufactured

and semi-finished goods, particularly in sectors Mexico

considers strategically important for domestic

production.

According to Mexican officials and industry groups, the

affected products include steel and aluminium, iron
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and metal sheets, automobile components, electrical

systems, textiles and synthetic fabrics, household

appliances such as refrigerators and washing

machines, as well as plastics and chemical inputs

widely used in manufacturing supply chains. Many of

these goods serve as intermediate inputs, raising

concerns that the tariffs could increase costs across

Mexico’s industrial base.

President Claudia Sheinbaum’s government has

framed the move as an effort to strengthen domestic

manufacturing, curb import undercutting and reduce

Mexico’s persistent trade deficit with China. Officials

have denied that the tariffs are aimed at any single

country, emphasizing that they apply across multiple

Asian exporters and are consistent with World Trade

Organisation rules.

The decision comes amid heightened pressure from

the United States, which has accused China of using

Mexico as a backdoor into the North American market

through supply chains linked to the US-Mexico-Canada

Agreement (USMCA). Mexico, caught between the

United States, its largest trading partner, and a rapidly

expanding Chinese commercial presence, has become

a focal point of this strategic competition. Chinese

firms including automakers such as BYD and MG have

been expanding operations in Mexico, raising concerns

in Washington that Chinese goods could enter the U.S.

tariff-free through North American supply chains.

Several Mexican companies have already begun

reconfiguring sourcing patterns away from China in

response to U.S. pressure.

Washington has already imposed tariffs on Mexican

exports containing Chinese components, prompting

Mexican firms to reassess sourcing and production

strategies.

Beijing has criticized the tariffs as protectionist and

warned they could damage bilateral trade relations,

while Asian exporters affected by the measures are

expected to seek exemptions or redirect shipments to

other markets. [BBC] [The New York Times] [The

Straights Times]

Japan ramps up AI and economic security

diplomacy through US-led supply chain

alliance, Central Asia outreach

(ay/dql) Japan is stepping up efforts to deepen

international AI partnerships to strengthen economic

security and strategic influence.
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Japan joins US-led Pax Silica initiative to secure

semiconductor and AI supply chains

Japan has joined the United States and a select group

of partners in launching Pax Silica, a new multilateral

framework designed to strengthen supply chains for

semiconductors, AI-related technologies and critical

minerals. Under the initiative, Japan will work with the

US, South Korea, Australia, Singapore and Israel on

cooperation in chip design and manufacturing,

alongside joint investment and industrial projects.

The framework seeks to reinforce efforts to secure

stable access to strategic technologies and resources

essential for AI development, while reducing exposure

to supply-chain risks linked to China’s dominance in

rare earths and critical minerals. [NHK]

The Pax Silica Declaration was signed during the the

Pax Silica Summit in Washington, D.C., attended by

Japan’s Senior Deputy Minister for Foreign Affairs

Akahori Takeshi. Besides the signing countries, other

participants included the Netherlands, the United

Kingdom, the United Arab Emirates, alongside guest

contributions from Taiwan, the European Union,

Canada, and the OECD. [Department of State, USA 1]

[Department of State, USA 2]

Ahead of the summit, Japan and the United States also

signed a joint statement reaffirming their commitment

to deepening bilateral cooperation in economic fields,

particularly economic security. [Ministry of Foreign

Affairs of Japan]

Japan to launch AI partnership with Central Asia

Separately, Japan is set to launch a new cooperation

framework with five Central Asian countries that will

apply Japanese AI technology to develop mining,

logistics and broader economic infrastructure, marking

Tokyo’s most ambitious engagement with the region to

date.

Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi will host the first-ever

leaders’ summit with Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan,

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan on December

20, where the partners are expected to agree on an AI-

focused partnership covering skills training,

institutional development and solutions to social and

economic challenges.

The initiative will deploy Japanese AI in mineral

exploration and extraction, support digital government

and agriculture, and help improve logistics routes for

exporting energy and minerals from the landlocked

region. A key focus is developing alternatives to Russia-
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and China-dependent transport corridors, including

routes via the Caspian Sea, as Central Asian states seek

diversification following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

[Nikkei Asia] [Nippon.com]

The move reflects Japan’s effort to expand its strategic

footprint in Central Asia, traditionally dominated by

Russia and China, and to counter Beijing’s growing

influence by offering high-value technology,

development assistance and connectivity support in a

region that is increasingly contested by major powers.

Japan to back Trans-Caspian trade corridor to bypass

Russia and strengthen supply chain security

In addition, Japan reportedly plans to support

infrastructure development along a Trans-Caspian

logistics corridor linking Central Asia to Europe while

bypassing Russia, with the policy expected to be

announced at an upcoming summit. The initiative will

be reflected in a joint declaration and focuses on

upgrading transport routes, modernizing customs

systems, and easing cargo bottlenecks along the route.

The strategy aims to secure access to energy, minerals

and other critical goods while reducing Japan’s

economic security risks linked to dependence on

Russia. Support measures include repairing aging

bridges, providing advanced cargo inspection

equipment, training customs officials, and assessing

the feasibility of cold-chain logistics. [The Japan News]

EU confirms Japan’s bid to join major

defense fund

(ay) The European Commission has confirmed that

Japan has applied to participate in the European

Union’s (EU’s) Security Action for Europe (SAFE) joint

defense financing program, a EUR 150 billion (USD 175

billion) framework designed to boost defense

production and joint procurement.

Tokyo’s request will now undergo a security policy

assessment, with participation for non-EU countries

capped and subject to sourcing rules that prioritize

European components. [Defense Mirror]

A total of 19 EU member states has submitted national

plans to the SAFE defense fund. Most of the

participating states intend to channel substantial

funding toward support for Ukraine, underscoring the

program’s direct link to the war and Europe’s evolving

security priorities.
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Although SAFE is primarily an EU initiative, it allows

limited participation by non-EU countries. Canada has

been granted full involvement, while the United

Kingdom, South Korea and Türkiye face partial or

unresolved access. [Hurriyet]

Japan’s foreign minister eyes Middle East

trip in January

(ay) Japanese Foreign Minister Toshimitsu Motegi is

considering a visit to the Middle East in mid-January

2026, including stops in Israel and the Palestinian

territories, according to informed sources. The trip

would focus on exchanging views with senior officials

on achieving peace in Gaza and signaling Japan’s

commitment to humanitarian support and postwar

reconstruction toward a two-state solution.

It would mark Motegi’s first overseas bilateral travel

since returning to the foreign ministry post in October.

He is also weighing a visit to India to meet External

Affairs Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, with an eye

on reaffirming a free and open Indo-Pacific and

strengthening Japan-India ties, including cooperation

within the Quad framework, amid heightened tensions

with China following Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi’s

recent remarks on Taiwan. [Nippon.com]

Mongolia, Organization for Security and

Cooperation in Europe discuss minority

rights, expanded cooperation

(fs) Minister of Foreign Affairs of Mongolia Battsetseg

Batmunkh met with Organization for Security and

Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) High Commissioner for

National Minorities Christophe Kamp on the sidelines

of the 32nd OSCE Ministerial Council in Vienna.

The two sides discussed Mongolia’s policies to protect

the rights, culture, language, and education of national

minorities. Batmunkh highlighted ongoing government

efforts to preserve the heritage of Kazakh, Tuvan, and

other communities, including curriculum

improvements, textbook development, teacher

training, and cultural initiatives. Both sides expressed

interest in strengthening cooperation in education,

multilingualism, and social and economic inclusion.

[Montsame 1]

Batmunkh also held talks with Deputy Director General

of the United Nations Industrial Development
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Organization (UNIDO) Yuko Yasunaga to discuss

expanding bilateral cooperation.

The two sides signed the 2025-2027 Country

Programme, which is expected to support more

strategic and results-oriented industrial development,

with both sides identifying opportunities to deepen

collaboration in green industry initiatives. [Montsame

2]

Later, Batmunkh met with OSCE Representative on

Freedom of the Media Jan Braathu. The discussion

focused on Mongolia’s efforts to strengthen press

freedom, ensure journalist safety, and reform its

media legislation.

She underscored the importance of cooperation in

media literacy, ethical journalism, cybersecurity, and

capacity-building. The OSCE welcomed Mongolia’s

recent progress and reaffirmed its readiness to expand

joint initiatives, including professional training

programmes for journalists and public officials.

[Montsame 3]

In a meeting with International Atomic Energy Agency

(IAEA) Director General Rafael Mariano Grossi in

Vienna, Batmunkh expressed concern about the

current state of the global nuclear non-proliferation

regime and reaffirmed Mongolia’s long-standing

commitment to international peace and security,

highlighting how Mongolia has consistently supported

global efforts to strengthen nuclear non-proliferation

since its declaration of a nuclear-weapon-free zone in

1992.

Grossi highlighted the importance of Mongolia’s

nuclear-weapon-free status and commended its active

role in promoting nuclear safety and security. Both

sides noted that more than 100 national projects in

areas such as health, agriculture, ecology, mining, and

education have been completed under the IAEA’s

Technical Cooperation Program. IAEA representatives

expressed readiness to expand cooperation in the

peaceful use of nuclear energy. [Akipress]

Finally, Batmunkh met with Slovenia’s Deputy Prime

Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs Tanja Fajon.

Both sides noted the active expansion of Mongolia-

Slovenia relations and reaffirmed their intention to

implement initiatives agreed during Slovenian

President Nataša Pirc Musar’s 2024 state visit to

Mongolia (see AiR No. 34, August/2024, 3).

The ministers discussed further deepening bilateral

and multilateral cooperation, sustaining high-level
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exchanges, and expanding collaboration in trade,

investment, forestry, and education. [Montsame 4]

Asian Development Bank approves USD 60

million loan to build Mongolia’s first bus

rapid transit corridor

(fs) The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has approved a

USD 60 million loan to support the construction of

Ulaanbaatar’s first bus rapid transit (BRT) corridor,

along with a USD 500,000 grant from the Innovative

Finance Facility for Climate in Asia and the Pacific.

According to ADB Country Director for Mongolia

Shannon Cowlin, the BRT system is expected to offer a

higher-quality public transport option and encourage a

shift away from private vehicle use, helping ease

congestion and cut air pollution.

Ulaanbaatar’s rapid population growth has contributed

to a steep rise in registered vehicles, resulting in severe

traffic congestion, reduced economic productivity, and

significant delays in public transport. The project aligns

with ADB’s 2025-2028 partnership strategy for

Mongolia and supports the country’s commitment to

reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 22.7 percent by

2030. [GoGo]

In a separate development, Khan Bank—one of

Mongolia’s largest and most important commercial

banks—announced that it has obtained USD 100

million in financing from the ADB to support rural

development and strengthen Mongolia’s agricultural

sector.

The five-year financing package will be used to

promote value-added agricultural production and

boost Mongolia’s export revenues. It will also support

agricultural and livestock processing enterprises,

herders, farmers, and local micro, small, and medium-

sized producers, including women-led businesses.

[Bloomberg TV]

European Bank for Reconstruction and

Development provides USD 20 million

package to support women- and youth-led

businesses in Mongolia

(fs) The European Bank for Reconstruction and

Development (EBRD) has approved a financing

package of up to USD 20 million to support businesses
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owned or led by women and young entrepreneurs in

Mongolia and to facilitate trade operations through

Golomt Bank, the country’s third-largest commercial

lender.

The package includes a senior loan of up to USD 12

million under the EBRD’s Women in Business program

for Central Asia, supported by the Women

Entrepreneurs Finance Initiative. Of this amount, up to

USD 6 million is earmarked for investments in digital

solutions. In addition, a senior loan of up to USD 8

million will be provided under the Youth in Business

program, targeting micro, small, and medium-sized

enterprises led or owned by individuals under the age

of 35.

The financing also includes a trade finance limit under

the EBRD’s Trade Facilitation Programme, enabling

Mongolian private companies to import goods and

equipment and export products. Through this

program, the EBRD provides guarantees to mitigate

political and commercial risks and supports capacity-

building in trade finance and compliance. [EBRD]

Mongolia ratifies interim trade agreement

with Eurasian Economic Union

(fs) Mongolia’s parliament has ratified the Interim

Trade Agreement between Mongolia and the Eurasian

Economic Union (EAEU) and its member states Russia,

Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Armenia).

The agreement, signed in June on the sidelines of the

Supreme Eurasian Economic Council meeting in Minsk,

marks a new phase in EAEU-Mongolia relations (see

AiR No. 26, July/2025, 1). This agreement enables

Mongolian businesses to export 367 products,

including meat, leather, wool, and cashmere, tariff-free

to EAEU member countries.

It is set for a three-year duration, with the option to

extend for an additional term. Following the initial

three years, the parties may begin discussions on

establishing a comprehensive free trade zone. [Belta

News]

South Korea seeks greater authority over

demilitarized zone access amid tensions

with UN Command
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(dql) South Korea has begun discussions with the

United Nations Command (UNC) over authority to

control access to the inter-Korean Demilitarized Zone

(DMZ), amid growing complaints that the US-led

command exercises excessive control over areas

largely secured by South Korean forces. However, a

recent closed-door meeting between South Korea’s

Ministry of Government Legislation and the UNC

ended without progress.

Seoul has long faced restrictions on civilian and

nonmilitary access to the DMZ. South Korean

lawmakers have proposed legislation to grant the

government greater authority to authorize DMZ

access, though the Ministry of National Defense

cautioned that changes must respect military

operations under the 1953 Armistice Agreement.

Legal experts note that South Korea cannot unilaterally

override UNC authority, as it is not an original

signatory to the armistice, and any significant change

would likely require a peace agreement. The UNC

emphasized that adherence to the armistice is

essential for safety and stability.

Separately, US Forces Korea reclaimed control of

access gates at Osan Air Base, reflecting broader

operational authority under the Status of Forces

Agreement. [The Korea Herald]

Meanwhile, a bill introduced by lawmakers of the

ruling Democratic Party (DP) and seeking to grant the

government authority over civilian access to the DMZ

has faced pushback from the defense and foreign

ministries as well as reportedly the United Nations

Command (UNC).

Officials in the defense ministry cautioned that

allowing entry without UNC coordination could create

operational confusion and jeopardize the armistice

established after the 1950–53 Korean War, while the

foreign ministry stressed the need for continued

consultation with the UNC.

The issue was highlighted after a senior presidential

security official was refused access to a war remains

excavation site within the DMZ. To address differences

among ministries, the DP plans to convene a working-

level meeting with relevant agencies this week.

[Yonhap News Agency]

The UNC is a multinational military command

established in 1950 to lead United Nations forces

during the Korean War. It remains active today,

primarily overseeing the armistice and security

arrangements on the Korean Peninsula, particularly in
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the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). The UNC remains led by

a US four-star general who also commands US Forces

Korea and the South Korea-US Combined Forces

Command.

South Korea, China, Japan agree to boost

health cooperation

(dql) Health authorities from South Korea, China, and

Japan agreed to enhance trilateral cooperation on

universal health coverage (UHC) and mental health,

using artificial intelligence (AI) and digital technologies.

[Ministry of Health and Welfare, South Korea]

The agreement, reached at the 18th Tripartite Health

Ministers’ Meeting in Seoul, includes efforts to expand

access to essential medical services, develop

integrated care systems for aging populations, and

implement life cycle-based suicide prevention

strategies.

The three nations plan to leverage telemedicine,

mobile health, and AI-driven diagnostic tools to

overcome geographic and socio-economic barriers,

and to promote preventive approaches targeting non-

communicable diseases and mental health challenges

such as anxiety, depression, and social isolation.

[Yonhap News Agency]

The meeting occurred amid a prolonged dispute

between Beijing and Tokyo, sparked by Prime Minister

Sanae Takaichi’s remark that a Chinese attack on

Taiwan could constitute a “survival-threatening

situation,” potentially justifying Japan’s exercise of

collective self-defense. Reflecting these tensions, China

was represented by a bureau-chief-level official, who

met with South Korean Health Minister Jeong Eun-

kyeong and Japanese Health Minister Ueno Kenichiro.

[NHK]

Taiwan, EU hold trade talks on economic

security, semiconductor supply chains

(acl) On December 12, Taiwan and the European Union

held the Taiwan–EU Trade and Investment Dialogue in

Brussels, with discussions focusing on economic

security and the resilience of semiconductor supply

chains.

The dialogue, the highest-level platform for Taiwan–EU

economic cooperation, was co-hosted by Taiwan’s

Minister of Economic Affairs (MOEA) Kung Ming-Hsin
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and the European Commission’s director-general for

Trade and Economic Security, Sabine Weyand.

Participants exchanged views on their respective

approaches to economic security, explored avenues to

strengthen cooperation on semiconductor supply

chains, and discussed climate-related trade measures,

global steel overcapacity, and other commercial

issues. 

During the meeting, Kung highlighted Taiwan’s strategy

to diversify global supply chains, strengthen

technological and manufacturing capabilities, and

enhance international competitiveness. He also met

with EU officials and Taiwan-based businesses in

Brussels to discuss industrial policy, government

support measures, and potential areas for

cooperation.

The EU is Taiwan’s fourth-largest trading partner, with

bilateral trade exceeding USD 68.7 billion in 2024,

according to MOEA data.  It is also Taiwan’s largest

foreign investor, with cumulative investment totaling

USD 59.5 billion from 1952 to 2024. [Focus Taiwan]

[European Commission]

Tawain’s National Security Bureau

confirm allies, U.S. strengthen First Island

Chain defenses amid rising China tensions

(dql) The US, Japan, the Philippines, and allied nations

—including Canada, the UK, France, Germany,

Australia, and New Zealand—are reinforcing defenses

along the First Island Chain to enhance deterrence

against China, the National Security Bureau reported.

Measures include expanded joint exercises, defense

agreements, and forward deployment of missiles:

Typhon intermediate-range missiles in Japan and the

Philippines, NMESIS anti-ship systems in Okinawa,

Miyako, Ishigaki, and Batan Islands, Japan’s planned

hypervelocity gliding projectiles, and the Philippines’

BrahMos anti-ship missiles.

Diplomatic statements from 19 countries and alliances,

including NATO and the EU, have underlined the

Taiwan Strait’s stability as essential for regional

prosperity, with the EU and Germany affirming the UN

Charter’s prohibition on force in the Strait. [Taiwan

News 1]

Separately, Taiwan’s defense ministry announced that

in the event of a sudden Chinese military attack, its

armed forces would execute decentralized operations

without awaiting orders. The ministry closely monitors
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PLA activities in the Taiwan Strait, East China Sea,

South China Sea, and western Pacific, using intelligence

and communications networks to maintain situational

awareness and guide responses.

During heightened threats, readiness levels may rise,

and the Armed Forces Emergency Response Center will

coordinate operations. To counter gray-zone

provocations, Taiwan plans computer-assisted

command post exercises and combat readiness drills

next year, ensuring seamless transition from

peacetime to wartime operations. [Taiwan News 2]

Bangladesh’s interim government

reiterates ASEAN membership push

(lm) Bangladesh’s interim leader, Muhammad Yunus,

has reiterated that securing closer institutional ties

with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations

(ASEAN) is a serious policy priority for the current

transitional government, framing it as a strategic effort

to better connect South Asia with Southeast Asia.

Yunus made the remarks on December 14 during a

courtesy call by Thailand’s newly appointed

ambassador to Bangladesh. He said Bangladesh has

already floated its intention to engage ASEAN as a

Sectoral Dialogue Partner, a preliminary cooperation

status that can serve as a stepping stone toward

deeper engagement with the bloc. Bangladesh is not

geographically part of Southeast Asia, and full

membership is not currently available to non-regional

states, making dialogue partnership the most realistic

near-term pathway for institutional engagement.

[Dhaka Tribune]

UN adopts India-led resolution to on

global wildfire management

(dql) The UN Environment Assembly (UNEA-7) has

adopted a resolution led by India to enhance

international wildfire management, receiving broad

support from member states. The initiative addresses

the rising frequency, intensity, and scale of wildfires

driven by climate change and human activity, which

threaten forests, biodiversity, water resources, air

quality, livelihoods, and national economies while

releasing significant greenhouse gases. [UN]

The resolution emphasizes proactive measures,

including early warning systems, risk mapping,
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satellite- and ground-based monitoring, and

community-based alert mechanisms. It also

encourages integrated fire management, ecosystem

restoration, and global knowledge sharing. In addition,

the resolution promotes stronger regional and

international cooperation, capacity building, and

access to multilateral financing for prevention and

post-fire recovery.

Highlighting UNEP’s “Spreading Like Wildfire” report

projecting wildfire increases of up to 50 percent by

2100 and stressing the importance of shifting from

reactive response to preventive strategies, India

reaffirmed its commitment to collaborating with UNEP,

global partners, and member states to enhance

preparedness, resilience, and coordinated action

against the growing wildfire threat. [Devdiscourse]

A recent global study, published in the journal Earth

System Science Data, estimates that around 15 million

people in India were affected by wildfires during 2024–

25.

Globally, 100 million people were exposed to wildfires,

which burned 3.7 million square kilometers—an area

larger than India—releasing over 8 billion tons of CO₂,

about 10 percent above the average since 2003.

Extreme fires in South America and Canada were

intensified by human-driven climate warming. The

economic impact of wildfire exposure was estimated at

USD 215 billion globally, with India’s assets at USD 44

billion, the highest among all countries.

Researchers warn that climate change and heatwaves

are making severe wildfires more frequent and

intense, posing growing risks to lives, health, property,

and the environment. Countries most affected include

India, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Nigeria,

China, Mozambique, and South Sudan, highlighting the

urgent need for global wildfire mitigation and

preparedness measures. [The Economic Times]

India secures Asian Development Bank

funding for development projects

(dql) India and the Asian Development Bank (ADB)

have signed five loan agreements totaling over USD 2.2

billion to fund development projects across multiple

sectors, supporting the country’s national flagship

initiatives.

The financing will modernize 650 industrial training

institutes and upgrade five national skill centers with

USD 846 million, aiming to prepare a workforce for
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advanced manufacturing and emerging technologies. A

separate USD 650 million will be invested to expand

rooftop solar adoption and provide clean energy

access to 10 million households by 2027.

In Assam, USD 398.8 million will enhance tertiary

healthcare and medical education by modernizing

medical colleges in Guwahati, Dibrugarh, and Silchar.

Chennai’s metro network will receive USD 240 million

to extend key lines, add 18 new stations, and

implement climate-resilient, universally accessible

infrastructure.

 Additionally, USD 77 million will support ecotourism

and sustainable agriculture in Meghalaya, integrating

nature-based tourism with climate-smart farming to

benefit over 8,000 local residents, including women

and indigenous communities. [BW Business World]

Regional talks on Afghanistan held amid

continued border tensions between Kabul

and Islamabad

(lm) On December 15, Pakistan participated in a

regional meeting on Afghanistan hosted by Iran,

alongside China, Russia, and Central Asian states, as

neighboring countries sought to strengthen

multilateral coordination on political, economic, and

security challenges linked to Afghanistan. Kabul was

invited but did not attend, with Taliban authorities

stating that the country remains engaged through

other regional formats.

The joint statement issued after the meeting

emphasized maintaining economic and trade ties with

Afghanistan, called for the lifting of international

sanctions and the release of frozen Afghan assets,

opposed any foreign military presence, and pledged

cooperation against terrorism, drug trafficking, and

human smuggling. Participants agreed to continue the

process, with the next foreign ministers’ meeting

planned in Ashgabat and a further round of special

envoys’ talks to be hosted by Pakistan in March 2026.

[Arab News 1]

The multilateral talks took place against the backdrop

of deteriorating bilateral relations between Pakistan

and Afghanistan since October 2025. In early October,

the two sides experienced their most serious border

clashes since the Taliban’s return to power in 2021,

resulting in dozens of casualties. A temporary

ceasefire, mediated by Qatar and Turkiye, was

announced later that month but has since collapsed,
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with heavy firing along the Spin Boldak–Chaman

crossing killing at least five people.

Against this backdrop, speaking at an international

forum in Turkmenistan, Pakistan’s Prime Minister

Shehbaz Sharif urged the international community to

press the Taliban authorities to prevent militant activity

emanating from Afghanistan, while crediting Gulf and

regional states—including Qatar, Turkiye, Saudi Arabia,

the United Arab Emirates, and Iran—for mediating

efforts to stabilize the situation. Pakistani officials

maintain that the ceasefire remains fragile despite

these interventions. [Arab News 2]

Using a similar language, at the Tehran meeting on

December 15, Pakistan’s special representative for

Afghanistan publicly urged Kabul’s de facto authorities

to prevent the use of Afghan territory by militant

groups, arguing that only such steps would restore

confidence among neighboring states and enable

deeper regional economic engagement. Islamabad has

repeatedly accused the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan

(TTP)—an armed group fighting the Pakistani state—of

operating from Afghan soil, an allegation Kabul

continues to deny, maintaining that Pakistan’s security

challenges are internal. [Arab News 3]

Prior to the Tehran talks, Afghan authorities had

sought to reiterate their position, stating that Afghan

territory would not be used for attacks against other

countries. Foreign Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi said no

individual or group had authorization to conduct cross-

border military operations, and that violations would

be addressed. The statement followed a large

gathering of Afghan religious scholars earlier in

December, who endorsed a resolution barring the use

of Afghan soil for external attacks. Afghan analysts

have described the move as a political signal aimed at

easing regional pressure rather than a detailed

operational commitment against specific militant

groups. [Arab News 4] [Arab News 5]

While diplomatic engagement continued, Pakistan’s

internal security situation intensified over the past

days, particularly in districts bordering Afghanistan.

Between December 12 and 15, Pakistani security

forces conducted multiple counterterror operations in

Mohmand, Bannu, and Dera Ismail Khan districts of

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province, killing more than two

dozen suspected militants affiliated with the TTP. One

Pakistani soldier was also killed during the operations.

[Arab News 6] [Arab News 7]

Separately, police repelled a militant attack on a

checkpoint in Bannu, injuring several officers,
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underscoring the continued volatility of Pakistan’s

northwestern border regions. [Arab News 8]

These developments are unfolding alongside Pakistan’s

ongoing policy toward undocumented foreign

nationals. Since late 2023, authorities report that more

than 1.5 million Afghan nationals have been

repatriated nationwide, with additional deportations

continuing in December 2025. Islamabad cites security

and legal considerations, while Kabul and international

human rights organizations have raised concerns

about humanitarian impacts and Afghanistan’s

capacity to absorb large return flows. [Arab News 9]

Pakistan advances outreach to Central

Asia

(lm/as) Over the past days, Pakistan intensified

engagement with Central Asian partners, combining

high-level diplomacy with concrete trade and

connectivity initiatives aimed at positioning Islamabad

as a commercial gateway between South Asia and

landlocked Central Asia.

On December 11, Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif met

Turkmenistan’s President Serdar Berdimuhamedov in

Ashgabat during an official visit linked to the

International Forum on Peace and Trust. The talks

reaffirmed both sides’ intent to deepen bilateral ties,

with emphasis on trade, economic cooperation, and

regional connectivity. Sharif underscored Pakistan’s

readiness to enhance land and maritime links and

highlighted Karachi and Gwadar ports—Pakistan’s

main deep-sea ports on the Arabian Sea—as potential

outlets for Turkmen exports to South Asia and beyond.

The meeting also acknowledged Turkmenistan’s

assistance in evacuating Pakistani nationals from Iran

earlier in 2025 and included mutual commitments to

expand cooperation across sectors. [Radio Pakistan]

[DAWN]

Parallel economic engagements with other Central

Asian states signal a broader regional push. Pakistan is

close to finalizing a USD 50 million meat-export

agreement with Tajikistan, following Dushanbe’s

indication that it could import up to 100,000 tons of

Pakistani meat. Discussions have also covered longer-

term cooperation in livestock development,

agricultural research, fresh produce trade, and

phytosanitary standards, pointing to a more structured

agri-trade relationship. [Arab News 1]

At the same time, Pakistan and Uzbekistan have

agreed to accelerate work on expanding their
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Preferential Trade Agreement (PTA), with the stated

objective of raising bilateral trade to USD 2 billion

within two years. The PTA, in force since 2023,

currently covers 17 product categories, but both sides

are now finalizing a substantially broader list. Talks in

Tashkent also focused on reducing non-tariff barriers

through customs harmonization, standardized

documentation, and digital trade facilitation, including

progress toward an Electronic Data Interchange (EDI)

system. Uzbekistan identified textiles, leather,

pharmaceuticals, and surgical instruments as priority

areas for joint ventures involving Pakistani firms. [Arab

News 2]

Malaysia proposes new ASEAN council to

boost rural development cooperation 

(tl) Malaysia has put forward a proposal to establish

the Asean Rural Development and Innovation Council

(ARDIC) as a permanent platform to coordinate

regional efforts in rural development. Deputy Prime

Minister Ahmad Zahid Hamidi said the council would

facilitate policy alignment, technology exchange and

the sharing of best practices among 11 Asean member

states.

Speaking on the sidelines of the 14th Asean Ministers

Meeting on Rural Development and Poverty

Eradication in Thailand, Ahmad Zahid said Malaysia

aims to ensure that Asean’s economic progress

benefits rural communities, particularly in countries

still facing development gaps.

He added that Malaysia will continue prioritizing

innovation-led rural policies, digitalization, community

participation and expanded Technical and Vocational

Education and Training (TVET) programs, dedicated to

investing large-scale in rural development projects and

ensuring the rural communities benefit the most from

regional development under ASEAN 2045 vision.

[Malay Mail]

Malaysia to postpone holding special

ASEAN foreign ministers’ meeting amid

regional tensions 

(tl) Malaysia has postponed a special ASEAN foreign

ministers’ meeting, originally scheduled for 16

December due to ongoing border clashes between

Thailand and Cambodia. Malaysia Prime Minister

Anwar Ibrahim said the move followed discussions
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with Vietnamese Prime Minister Phạm Minh Chính,

during which both leaders exchanged views on current

regional issues and joint efforts to continue peace

talks. [Malay Mail]

Anwar said the delay allows for better coordination

and continued efforts to de-escalate the conflict, with

Malaysia maintaining daily communication with both

countries.

The rescheduled meeting will now take place on

December 22 in Bangkok, chaired by Malaysia’s

Foreign Minister Mohamad Hasan.

The border dispute, which stretches over 817 km, has

persisted for more than a century, with periodic

clashes often triggered by disagreements over

historical temple sites. Tensions escalated again in May

after a Cambodian soldier was killed, leading to

renewed troop deployments and heightened

diplomatic strain. [Free Malaysia Today]

Latest Cambodia-Thailand conflict enters

second week as fighting intensifies and

ceasefire efforts collapse

(lm) Renewed fighting along the Thailand–Cambodia

border, which resumed on December 7, has entered

its second week as of December 16 and expanded into

a sustained cross-border military confrontation

involving ground forces, artillery, multiple-rocket

systems, drones, air operations, and naval fire support

across multiple sectors of the frontier. No mutually

confirmed ceasefire is in effect, and hostilities continue

despite regional and external mediation efforts.

The current escalation follows unresolved tensions

from earlier in the year. After clashes in July, a truce

brokered with the involvement of Malaysia, acting as

chair of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations

(ASEAN), and supported by the United States

temporarily reduced violence. Thailand later

suspended implementation of follow-on arrangements

after Thai soldiers were injured by landmines along

disputed sections of the border, which Thai authorities

said were newly laid by Cambodian forces. Cambodia

rejected that allegation. The failure to resolve these

disputes left the ceasefire framework fragile,

contributing to the renewed fighting earlier this

December.

As of December 16, armed engagements have been

reported along a broad arc of the Thailand–Cambodia

border, extending from the northern sector near the
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tripoint with Laos, through central sectors dominated

by contested temple complexes, to eastern and coastal

sectors facing the Gulf of Thailand. The fighting has

resulted in military and civilian casualties, large-scale

displacement, border closures, curfews, and the

suspension of regular cross-border movement. [Al

Jazeera 1]

In the central border sector, clashes have concentrated

in the area of the Ta Kwai (Ta Khwai / Prasat Ta Krabey)

temple complex and surrounding high ground in the

Phanom Dong Rak area, including Hill 350. These

locations provide tactical observation and control over

adjacent terrain. Cambodian forces have fired BM-21

multiple-rocket launcher systems toward these

positions, while Thai forces have responded with

artillery fire and ground operations. On December 16,

Thai troops recaptured the Ta Khwai temple site after

Cambodian forces had previously occupied the area

and established military positions in and around the

temple. Thai authorities stated that they have collected

evidence alleging the use of archaeological sites for

military purposes. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2]

In the adjacent border sector around Kantharalak

district in Si Sa Ket province, rocket strikes hit civilian

areas, resulting in Thailand’s first confirmed civilian

fatality of the current conflict and injuries to additional

civilians. Evacuation measures, curfews, and

temporary closures of schools and public facilities

were implemented. Cross-border exchanges have also

been reported in nearby sectors of the frontier.

[Bangkok Post 3]

Further north along the border near the Chong Mek

crossing, Thai authorities suspended all fuel exports

and military-related shipments transiting through Laos

after intelligence assessments indicated that fuel

transported via this route was being diverted onward

to Cambodian forces. Officials cited a sharp and

abnormal increase in fuel shipments during the

fighting period as the basis for the restriction.

[Bangkok Post 4]

In the eastern and coastal border sector opposite the

Gulf of Thailand, fighting has been reported in areas

corresponding to Sa Kaeo and Trat provinces. Thai

naval infantry and ground forces launched operations

in coastal and inland border areas, which Thai

authorities said were aimed at securing territory they

consider sovereign. Curfews and martial law were

imposed in multiple districts in this sector, granting

expanded powers to security forces. The Royal Thai

Navy provided fire support from the Gulf of Thailand,

and Thai military planners proposed additional

maritime measures to restrict the movement of fuel
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and warfare-related supplies toward Cambodia

through Thai waters, citing domestic maritime security

legislation. [Bangkok Post 5] [Al Jazeera 2] [Bangkok

Post 6]

On the Cambodian side of the border, Thai aircraft

conducted air operations beginning December 10 in

Oddar Meanchey province. Thai authorities said strikes

targeted locations in and around O’Smach, including

the Royal Hill Resort and Casino, which they assessed

were being used for drone launches, rocket storage,

and troop staging. Additional air strikes were reported

against military facilities and an oil depot in Banteay

Ampil district. Thai officials described these actions as

efforts to degrade command, logistics, and drone

infrastructure at their source. Cambodian authorities

reported casualties at some of the struck locations and

said civilians and foreign nationals were affected.

Following reports that Chinese nationals may have

been present near some sites, the Chinese embassy in

Phnom Penh said it was seeking clarification and

advised its citizens to avoid border areas. [Bangkok

Post 7] [Bangkok Post 8] [Bangkok Post 9]

The conflict has involved the use of BM-21 rocket

systems, artillery, explosive-laden drones, fighter

aircraft, and naval gunfire. Thai authorities also

confirmed the capture of a Chinese-made GAM-102LR

fifth-generation guided anti-tank missile system from

Cambodian units during ground operations. Thai

officials stated that under international law, military

equipment captured during armed conflict may be

retained by the capturing force and indicated that the

system would not be returned. [Bangkok Post 10]

[Bangkok Post 11]

The humanitarian impact has escalated sharply. Thai

authorities reported at least 15 soldiers killed,

hundreds wounded, and civilian casualties from rocket

attacks, while Cambodia acknowledged civilian deaths

without disclosing military casualty figures.

Cumulatively, officials on both sides have reported

nearly 40 fatalities since the fighting resumed. More

than half a million people have been displaced across

Thailand and Cambodia, including over 400,000 in

Thailand and more than 100,000 evacuated in

Cambodia. Hundreds of temporary shelters have been

established, schools and medical facilities have

suspended operations, and normal cross-border trade

and movement have been disrupted. In addition, up to

6,000 Thai nationals remain stranded in Cambodia,

primarily around the Poipet border crossing, following

checkpoint closures linked to the fighting. [Bangkok

Post 12] [Bangkok Post 13] [Bangkok Post 14] [Bangkok

Post 15]
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Diplomatic efforts have intensified but failed to halt the

fighting. Malaysia, acting as ASEAN chair, proposed an

immediate ceasefire and the deployment of an ASEAN

Observer Team, supported by external monitoring.

Cambodia publicly welcomed the proposal, while

Thailand stated that no ceasefire agreement had been

reached and that any cessation of hostilities would

require verified action on the ground rather than

public declarations. United States President Donald

Trump publicly claimed that both sides had agreed to

halt hostilities following calls with the Thai and

Cambodian leaders, but Thai officials rejected the

claim, stating that no ceasefire had been discussed or

agreed and that military operations would continue

until attacks ceased. [Bangkok Post 16] [The Guardian]

[Bangkok Post 17] [Bangkok Post 18] [Nikkei Asia]

[Bangkok Post 19]

Thailand’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs submitted formal

letters to the United Nations High Commissioner for

Human Rights alleging Cambodian missile attacks on

civilians and violations of international humanitarian

and human rights law, including the Geneva

Conventions. Thailand stated it reserves the right to act

in self-defense under Article 51 of the United Nations

Charter, while asserting that its military operations are

directed solely at military targets. Cambodia rejected

the allegations and accused Thailand of aggression.

[Bangkok Post 20]

India sends mixed signals on Bangladesh’s

Victory Day while Dhaka presses

extradition demands amid strained ties

(lm) India and Bangladesh exchanged contrasting

diplomatic signals around Bangladesh’s Victory Day—

the annual public holiday marking Bangladesh’s victory

over Pakistan in the 1971 Liberation War and the

country’s independence—as relations remain strained

following the removal of Dhaka’s Awami League

government in August 2024.

On the occasion, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi

commemorated the sacrifice of Indian soldiers in the

1971 war but did not mention Bangladesh or its

Liberation War, framing the day exclusively around

India’s national experience. He used similar wording in

the previous year. In contrast, India’s Minister for

External Affairs, Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, issued

formal greetings to Bangladesh’s Foreign Affairs

Adviser, the interim government, and the Bangladeshi

people, explicitly referencing Bijoy Dibosh, the Bangla

term for Victory Day. [The Daily Star 1]
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The differing messages coincided with renewed

diplomatic pressure from Dhaka over the presence in

India of former Bangladeshi prime minister Sheikh

Hasina, who was removed from office following a mass

uprising in August 2024 and subsequently relocated to

India. On December 14, Bangladesh’s Ministry of

Foreign Affairs summoned the Indian High

Commissioner to formally protest what it described as

Hasina’s “provocative statements” made from Indian

territory. Dhaka accused her of encouraging

destabilizing actions ahead of Bangladesh’s next

national elections, scheduled for February 2026, and

formally requested the extradition of both Hasina and

her former home minister, Asaduzzaman Khan Kamal,

to face judicial proceedings in Bangladesh. The

ministry also asked India to prevent members of

Hasina’s Awami League from conducting political

activities on Indian soil that Bangladesh says could

interfere with the electoral process, and sought

cooperation in arresting and extraditing suspects

linked to a recent attack on a Bangladeshi political

figure should they enter India. [Dhaka Tribune 1]

India rejected the allegations later the same day,

stating that it does not allow its territory to be used for

activities hostile to Bangladesh. New Delhi emphasized

that maintaining internal law and order and ensuring

peaceful elections are the responsibility of

Bangladesh’s interim authorities, while reiterating its

support for “free, fair, inclusive and credible” elections.

India did not commit to extradition, which under

international practice depends on domestic law and

the consent of the host state, including any applicable

bilateral arrangements. [Dhaka Tribune 2]

Just days earlier, Bangladeshi officials had publicly

acknowledged the limits of their leverage on

extradition. On December 10, Foreign Adviser Touhid

Hossain stated that Bangladesh has no legal

mechanism to compel India to extradite Sheikh Hasina

without New Delhi’s consent and can only continue

diplomatic persuasion. Bangladesh has formally

requested Hasina’s extradition twice—once in

December 2024 and again after she was sentenced to

death in absentia by Bangladesh’s International Crimes

Tribunal, a domestic court currently prosecuting

crimes against humanity under Bangladeshi law in

connection with the 2024 uprising. [The Daily Star 2]

At the same time, both sides have continued routine

cooperation in less politicized areas. On December 9–

10, Bangladesh and India completed a reciprocal

handover of detained fishermen who had been

arrested earlier in 2025 for alleged illegal fishing after

crossing maritime boundaries. [The Daily Star 3]
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Bangladesh’s air force signs letter of

intent to acquire Eurofighter Typhoon jets

from Italian firm

(lm) The Bangladesh Air Force signed a letter of intent

on December 9 to acquire Eurofighter Typhoon multi-

role combat aircraft from the Italian aerospace

company Leonardo S.p.A. The planned acquisition

forms part of the Bangladesh Air Force’s effort to

introduce advanced multi-role fighter aircraft for

frontline operations, reflecting a longer-term

modernization objective rather than an immediate

procurement contract. [The Daily Star]

China and Brunei reaffirm strategic

partnership

(dql) Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi and Brunei’s

Second Foreign Minister Erywan Pehin Yusof met in

Beijing on December 11, reaffirming their commitment

to deepen bilateral ties ahead of the 35th anniversary

of diplomatic relations next year. Both sides pledged to

expand high-level exchanges, strengthen political trust,

and broaden cooperation in areas such as

manufacturing, agriculture, fisheries, and people-to-

people links, as parts of the broader goal of building a

China–Brunei “community with a shared future.”

[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China]

Wang underscored China’s intention to further align

with ASEAN as its closest regional partner, promote

multilateralism, and oppose unilateralism and Cold

War-style bloc politics, noting the upcoming fifth

anniversary of the China–ASEAN Comprehensive

Strategic Partnership.

Brunei echoed this stance, describing China as a key

stabilizing force in the region and expressing support

for closer ASEAN–China coordination, as well as for

China’s hosting of the APEC Economic Leaders’ Meeting

next year, according to the meeting's readout of th

Chinese foreign ministry.

In a separate meeting in Brunei, Beijing signaled its

intent to deepen cooperation with Brunei in

information technology, innovation, green

development and other emerging sectors, framing the

effort as part of higher-quality Belt and Road

cooperation.
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Speaking at a people-to-people dialogue in Brunei, a

senior Chinese parliamentary leader said the

expanded partnership aims to deliver mutual

economic benefits and strengthen a “shared future”

between the two countries. Politically, the move

underscores Beijing’s strategy of consolidating ties with

Southeast Asian partners through technology and

green projects, reinforcing China’s regional influence

under the Belt and Road framework. [Borneo Bulletin]

[Xinhua]

Meanwhile, Chinese oilfield services firm Jereh Oil &

Gas Engineering has won a multimillion-dollar turnkey

contract to build a new gas terminal in Brunei, covering

engineering, procurement, construction and

commissioning.

The project supports Brunei’s plans to expand gas

processing capacity and future upstream development,

while strengthening Jereh’s footprint in Southeast Asia.

[Upstream]

Russia denies allegations of citizens being

hired as mercenaries by Cambodia in

border conflict with Thailand

(dql) The Russian Embassy in Thailand has rejected

reports claiming Russian citizens are being hired as

mercenaries by Cambodia in the ongoing border

tensions with Thailand, calling the claims “untrue and

unfounded.” The embassy described the reports as

likely fabricated and warned that such misinformation

could harm the rights of Russian citizens in Thailand

and strain long-standing Russian-Thai relations.

Russia reaffirmed its neutral stance on the dispute,

emphasizing friendly relations with both Thailand and

Cambodia and supporting the resolution of conflicts

exclusively through peaceful means.

The controversy arose after Thai authorities reported

increased use of sophisticated Cambodian drones and

heightened concerns about foreign operatives in the

country. Police in Nakhon Ratchasima, home to

Thailand’s Air Wing 1, asked the public to report

suspicious foreigners, particularly Russians, amid fears

they could be involved in espionage or military

operations. Security measures have also been

tightened at Bangkok’s international airports. [Thai

PBS] [Khmer Times]
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India moves to ease visa restrictions for

Chinese professionals as economic

priorities shift

(mis) India has significantly eased its visa restrictions

for Chinese business professionals since the 2020

border clash effectively froze high-level exchanges.

According to Indian officials cited by the Economic

Times and Reuters, New Delhi has removed an entire

layer of administrative vetting and is now issuing

business visas for Chinese nationals within four weeks.

The change follows Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s

effort to recalibrate India’s strategic and economic

positioning after the United States imposed sweeping

tariffs on Indian goods earlier this year, including a 50

percent levy on several categories and an additional 25

percent tariff in response to India’s purchases of

Russian oil. Facing pressure on exports and seeking to

maintain investor confidence, Modi is seeking to

improve the broader business environment, even in

sectors where China remains commercially

indispensable.

Indian officials acknowledged that the stringent visa

curbs of the past four years had caused severe

economic damage, with the Observer Research

Foundation estimating production losses of USD 15

billion for India’s electronics sector alone. Indian

manufacturers depend heavily on Chinese technicians

and specialised machinery, and major Chinese

electronics firms including Xiaomi had repeatedly

warned that they were unable to secure the personnel

necessary to expand local operations. The solar

industry similarly faced skilled labour shortages

The easing of restrictions follows Modi’s recent visit to

China in August 2025 for the Annual Summit of the

Shanghai Cooperation Oganization, his firts in seven

years. Since then, direct flights between the two

countries have resumed for the first time since 2020,

and a high-level government committee led by former

cabinet secretary Rajiv Gauba recommended easing

visa and investment barriers that were dampening

foreign investor sentiment. Industry groups in India

welcomed the move, calling it a “collaborative

approach” that aligns with the government’s goal of

scaling up domestic manufacturing, particularly in

electronics, components and sub-assemblies.

New Delhi’s policy shift does not signal a blanket

relaxation of China-related restrictions but rather a

selective recalibration. Indian officials described the

easing process as “cautious,” indicating that it aims to

support economic priorities without relinquishing

security considerations. Still, the decision reflects a



broader strategic recalculation: India is simultaneously

strengthening ties with Russia, negotiating a trade deal

with Washington and managing its complex

relationship with Beijing as geopolitical and trade

pressures intensify. [Economic Times] [Reuters]

The US signals softer line on China as “G2”

remark by Defense Chief triggers political

backlash

(mis) Washington’s tone on China is showing signs of

adjustment even as a controversy erupts at home over

Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth’s description of U.S.–

China ties in terms of a “G2” relationship. The remark,

which generally echoes President Trump’s language

after his recent meeting with Xi, immediately drew

criticism in Congress, deepening the debate over how

the United States should frame its approach to Beijing

at a moment when the administration itself is seeking

to ease tensions and avoid major economic disruption.

Hegseth’s comment came after Trump praised his “G2

meeting” with Xi as successful for both sides. Hegseth

repeated the phrase online following talks with

Chinese Defence Minister Dong Jun in Malaysia, calling

the meeting “historic.” The terminology prompted

Representative Raja Krishnamoorthi, the ranking

Democrat on the House Select Committee on the

Chinese Communist Party, to request clarification from

the Pentagon. In a formal letter, he warned that “G2”

implies that Washington and Beijing act as co-equal

powers deciding global affairs, marginalizing U.S.

democratic allies at a time when China continues to

view the United States as its primary strategic

opponent. Krishnamoorthi cited China’s steady buildup

of defence spending, which has risen more than 80 per

cent relative to defense spending in 2013, and

expanding technological and nuclear capabilities as

reasons for caution. He pressed Hegseth to explain

whether the “G2” wording indicates any strategic shift

in U.S. military posture or coordination with other

agencies, and whether allies had been assured that

such language does not weaken American security

commitments in the Indo-Pacific.

The political dispute in Washington coincides with a

broader recalibration of U.S. rhetoric toward China.

Days before the “G2” exchange, the Trump

administration released its long-delayed National

Security Strategy (NSS), which reportedly underwent

extensive revisions to soften its language on China

under the guidance of Treasury Secretary Scott

Bessent. With midterm elections looming in 2026 and

cost-of-living concerns weighing on voters, the White
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House is wary of further economic shocks that could

emerge from escalated tensions with Beijing, especially

for U.S. agricultural exporters and manufacturers

dependent on stable bilateral trade.

The new NSS maintains long-standing pillars such as

support for a “free and open Indo-Pacific” and

continued cooperation with Quad partners, but its

framing of the relationship with Beijing marks a

notable shift. It identifies the U.S. and China as “near-

peers” [Crisis Group], a departure from the starkly

adversarial tone of the 2017 document. The updated

text reflects a more constrained assessment of U.S.

leverage and acknowledges China’s expanding

economic and military capabilities.

Yet the NSS also reveals contradictions: while rejecting

“global domination,” it simultaneously asserts the

necessity of continued U.S. “economic dominance and

military superiority.” It calls on allies to join Washington

in forming an economic counterweight to China, even

as many remain skeptical after years of unpredictable

U.S. tariff policy. And while the strategy asserts that

preventing conflict with China requires the U.S. to “win”

long-term economic and technological competition, it

offers no definition of what such victory entails or

whether it is achievable given China’s growing power.

[The Hill] [SCMP] [Crisis Group]

China: Authorities seize 430 kg of

smuggled cocaine following U.S. tip

(mis) Chinese authorities have seized 430 kilograms of

smuggled cocaine after acting on intelligence provided

by the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration,

highlighting rare but ongoing cooperation between the

two countries’ law enforcement agencies. China’s

Ministry of Public Security said the drugs were

discovered in a “suspicious” international shipping

container at Yantian Port in Shenzhen on November

26. The cocaine was intercepted before entering the

domestic market, and the case remains under further

investigation. No additional details were released

regarding the origin of the shipment or possible

suspects.

While bilateral relations between Washington and

Beijing remain strained over issues ranging from trade

and technology to security and geopolitics, the seizure

underscores that practical cooperation continues in

specific areas such as counternarcotics. Similar cases

in recent years suggest that, despite broader tensions,

both sides retain channels for coordination when
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confronting transnational crime that affects shared

interests. [Xinhua] [US News]

China and EU Signal tentative thaw as EV

Price talks resume and pork tariffs are cut

(mis/ms) China and the European Union have taken

parallel steps in recent days that point to a modest

easing of trade tensions, as Beijing resumed

negotiations with Brussels over electric vehicle (EV)

pricing while also sharply lowering anti-dumping duties

on EU pork imports.

On December 11, China’s Ministry of Commerce

confirmed that talks with the European Commission

had restarted on a proposed minimum price

mechanism for Chinese-made electric vehicles sold in

the EU. The discussions reopened a channel of

dialogue that had largely stalled after the EU approved

tariffs of up to 45.3 percent on Chinese EVs in October

2024, following an investigation that concluded

Chinese manufacturers benefited from unfair state

subsidies. Beijing has consistently rejected that finding,

arguing its automakers are competitive due to scale

and technology rather than government support.

The renewed EV talks reflect growing pressure on both

sides. For China, slowing domestic demand and fierce

price competition have made access to the European

market increasingly important. For the EU, concerns

are mounting over the impact of tariffs on European

automakers with significant production bases in China.

One option reportedly under discussion would allow

EVs built in China by European manufacturers—

particularly German brands—to enter the EU under

modified terms, easing pressure on companies caught

between EU trade defenses and their reliance on

Chinese factories.

Days later, on December 16, 2025, China announced

final anti-dumping duties of up to 19.8 percent on EU

pork imports, a steep reduction from provisional tariffs

that had reached 62.4 percent. The investigation,

launched in June 2024, had been widely seen as a

response to the EU’s EV measures. The lower final

rates apply mainly to exporters from Spain, Denmark

and the Netherlands that cooperated with the probe,

while the highest penalty tier was dropped.

EU pork exports to China are worth more than USD 2

billion annually, and industry groups had warned that

prolonged high tariffs could severely disrupt European

markets. The cut in duties eases immediate pressure,

even as levies remain in place.
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Taken together, the EV talks and the pork tariff

reduction suggest both sides are testing limited

compromises to prevent further escalation. While deep

differences remain over subsidies and industrial policy,

the latest moves indicate a cautious effort by Beijing

and Brussels to stabilize an increasingly strained

economic relationship. [Reuters 1] [Reuters 2]

UK sanctions two Chinese tech-companies

over alleged involvement over

cyberattacks

(ms) The UK government has imposed sanctions on

two China-based technology companies, citing their

involvement in large-scale cyberattacks that targeted

British institutions and allied countries. The measures,

announced on 9 December 2025, reflect a tougher

stance by London toward what it describes as an

expanding ecosystem of China-linked commercial

cyber actors operating at the boundary between the

private sector and state intelligence.

The sanctioned firms, Sichuan Anxun Information

Technology Co. Ltd (i-Soon) and Integrity Technology

Group, were accused of enabling or directly conducting

indiscriminate cyber intrusions against more than 80

government and private-sector IT systems worldwide,

including UK public-sector networks. British authorities

say these activities undermined national security and

violated internationally agreed norms on responsible

state behaviour in cyberspace.

According to the UK’s National Cyber Security Centre

(NCSC), the companies form part of a wider Chinese

cyber industry that includes data brokers, surveillance

technology firms and so-called “hackers for hire.” The

NCSC assesses it is almost certain that this ecosystem

supports or enables Chinese state-linked cyber

operations, even where formal state direction is

difficult to prove.

The sanctions follow earlier joint attributions by the UK

and its allies, including the August 2025 exposure of

the “Salt Typhoon” cyber-espionage campaign, which

targeted telecommunications, government and military

infrastructure globally. UK intelligence agencies have

repeatedly warned that China now represents the

single largest cyber and espionage challenge facing the

country, surpassing even Russia in resource allocation

and investigative focus. [full report]

While Beijing has consistently rejected allegations of

cyber espionage as “fabricated,” the UK government

says the latest sanctions are intended to deter reckless
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cyber activity while maintaining space for limited

cooperation with China where British interests align.

The move underscores a broader shift in UK policy

toward a more explicit recognition of China as a

systemic national security risk—particularly in

cyberspace—alongside continued economic

engagement. [UK Government]

China presses Gulf States to accelerate

free trade deal

(mis/ms) China has stepped up diplomatic efforts to

conclude a long-delayed free trade agreement (FTA)

with the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), positioning

the deal as a counterweight to rising protectionism and

geopolitical fragmentation. During a Middle East tour

in mid-December, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi

urged Gulf partners to bring negotiations—ongoing

since 2004—to a close, arguing that conditions were

now “basically mature” for a final decision.

Wang held talks with senior officials from the United

Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia, two pivotal GCC

members, emphasising that a China–GCC FTA would

send a strong signal in support of multilateralism and

open trade. Beijing has framed the agreement as part

of a broader effort to deepen cooperation with Gulf

economies across trade, investment, energy and

emerging sectors such as renewable energy and green

transition.

For Gulf states, closer economic ties with China align

with diversification strategies aimed at reducing

dependence on hydrocarbons and expanding links

with fast-growing Asian markets. The UAE has

indicated its willingness to play an active role in

accelerating negotiations, while Saudi Arabia has

signaled interest in expanding cooperation beyond

energy into investment and new technologies.

The renewed push comes as global trade becomes

increasingly politicized. China faces mounting barriers

in Western markets, while Gulf countries are navigating

a more complex international environment marked by

US–China rivalry. A China–GCC FTA could help Gulf

exporters secure stable access to the world’s second-

largest economy, while providing China with reliable

partners in energy supply and regional diplomacy.

Beyond economics, Wang’s meetings also highlighted

closer coordination on regional and international

issues, underscoring China’s growing diplomatic

footprint in the Middle East. Whether the latest

momentum translates into a completed agreement
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remains uncertain, but the intensified engagement

reflects a shared interest in hedging against global

trade uncertainty. [AGBI] [Ecns] [Reuters]

China completes construction of new

ECOWAS headquarters in Nigeria

(ms) China has completed construction of a new

headquarters for the Economic Community of West

African States (Ecowas) in Abuja, marking the latest

handover of a major Chinese-funded public building on

the continent.

The USD 32 million complex, which is scheduled to be

formally handed over by the end of January 2026, will

serve as a centralised headquarters for the 15-

member West African regional bloc. Ecowas officials

say the new facility is designed to consolidate offices

currently spread across multiple sites in the Nigerian

capital, improving staff coordination while reducing

long-term operational costs.

Construction of the headquarters began in 2022 and

was fully funded by the Chinese government. On

December 4, Chinese ambassador to Nigeria Yu

Dunhai visited the site to review progress and met with

Ecowas Commission President Omar Touray. Both

sides described the project as a tangible outcome of

cooperation between China and West Africa.

The new building joins a growing list of Chinese-

financed government facilities across Africa, including

parliamentary complexes, presidential offices and

regional organisation headquarters. According to

public records, China has supported the construction

or renovation of nearly 200 official government

buildings on the continent since 2000.

The Ecowas headquarters is being completed at a time

of political uncertainty in parts of West Africa, where

several countries have experienced military takeovers

in recent years and liberations from France as the

former colonial power, a vacuum that China might be

willing to fill to some extent. [South China Morning

Post]

China and Brazil deepen space

cooperation as strategic competition

intensifies
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(ms) China and Brazil have agreed to establish a joint

laboratory focused on radio astronomy and space

technologies, signaling a further deepening of bilateral

scientific ties despite growing geopolitical pressure

from the United States. The project reflects Beijing’s

broader effort to expand cooperation with emerging

economies in high-technology sectors, while offering

Brazil access to advanced research infrastructure.

The new laboratory, developed in partnership between

Chinese research institutes and Brazilian universities,

will support work in astronomical observation and

deep-space exploration. It is closely linked to the

BINGO radio telescope project in Brazil, which is

intended to study the large-scale structure of the

universe and dark energy. Once operational, the

telescope will also be able to track satellites and near-

Earth objects, functions that sit at the intersection of

civilian research and space situational awareness.

The initiative comes as Washington steps up efforts to

limit China’s technological footprint in Latin America.

US officials have raised concerns that Chinese-built

space infrastructure could be used for intelligence

gathering or military purposes, prompting some

regional governments to freeze or reconsider similar

projects. China has dismissed such claims, arguing that

scientific cooperation is being unfairly securitized.

For Brazil, the partnership offers an opportunity to

strengthen its domestic research capabilities and

position itself as a regional hub for space science. For

China, it reinforces a strategy of using space

cooperation as a diplomatic tool to build long-term

influence. The project underscores how space science

has become an increasingly contested domain, where

collaboration, competition and strategic mistrust now

coexist. [Anadolu Ajansi] [Reuters]

India-US trade talks intensify as New

Delhi seeks relief from punitive 50

percent tariffs

(ppms) A high-level United States trade delegation, led

by Deputy U.S. Trade Representative (USTR)

Ambassador Rick Switzer, engaged in three-day

discussions in New Delhi from December 9 to 11,

marking a pivotal effort to stabilize and advance the

strained bilateral trade relationship. The visit, which

was Ambassador Switzer's first official trip to India

since his appointment, facilitated "productive

exchanges" with senior Indian counterparts, including

Commerce Secretary Rajesh Agrawal. The primary

objective of these talks was to accelerate the
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negotiation process for a "mutually beneficial Bilateral

Trade Agreement (BTA)".

The urgency driving the Indian government, led by

Prime Minister Narendra Modi's administration, is the

demand for immediate relief from the 50 percent

tariffs imposed by the Trump administration on several

key Indian export sectors, which include textiles,

chemicals and shrimp. This tariff burden is complex,

comprising a standard 25 percent reciprocal tariff and

an additional 25 percent punitive penalty that

Washington explicitly targeted at New Delhi over its

continued policy of purchasing discounted Russian

crude oil.

Amidst the high-stakes trade discussions, Prime

Minister Modi held a telephone call with U.S. President

Donald Trump, marking their third conversation since

the imposition of the punitive tariffs. Indian officials

described the conversation as "warm and engaging",

underscoring the delicate diplomatic balancing act

required to manage the trade dispute while preserving

the broader strategic partnership.

In a bid to break the negotiation deadlock, India has

reportedly presented the U.S. with a revised "final"

trade package. This proposal includes an offer for the

"immediate" removal of tariffs on certain American

agricultural and industrial products, such as almonds,

walnuts, apples, and key industrial goods.

However, India's most pressing priority remains

securing the swift removal of the 25 percent tariffs that

are directly tied to the Russian oil imports. Commerce

and Industry Minister Piyush Goyal, while

acknowledging the positive atmosphere and sentiment

expressed by his U.S. counterparts, maintained a firm

stance, stating that the trade deal must be equally

advantageous to both nations and should “not be

negotiated under time pressure.”

The tariff issue has also garnered attention in

Washington. Following the delegation’s visit, three

influential U.S. lawmakers introduced a resolution in

Congress on December 13 with the specific aim of

terminating the full 50 percent tariffs. The lawmakers

argued that maintaining the duties is a

“counterproductive approach that weakens a critical

partnership,” and is ultimately detrimental to U.S.

interests. [Financial Express] [The Tribune] [Modern

Diplomacy] [The Hindu] [The Hindu] 

India–France tax treaty revision broadens

India’s capital gains reach
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(dql) India and France have agreed on the terms of a

revised tax treaty that reshapes dividend and capital

gains taxation between the two countries, balancing

incentives for long-term investment with expanded

taxing rights for India.

Under the proposed changes, dividend tax on

payments from Indian subsidiaries to French parent

companies holding more than 10 percent will be cut

from 10 percent to 5 percent, potentially generating

significant savings for major French multinationals

operating in India. In contrast, dividend tax on minority

French shareholdings below 10 percent will rise from

10 percent to 15 percent.

In return, India will gain broader powers to tax capital

gains from share sales by French investors, removing

the current 10 percent ownership threshold and

allowing full source-based taxation of equity gains in

India. The revised treaty also removes the long-

standing “most favoured nation” (MFN) clause that had

granted France preferential tax treatment, a change

driven by India’s 2023 Supreme Court ruling that

curtailed automatic MFN benefits and created legal

uncertainty for French firms.

The agreement also narrows India’s taxation of fees for

technical services, limiting it mainly to cases involving

the transfer of technical know-how and excluding most

routine consultancy and support services.

The deal, which still requires approval by India’s

cabinet and formal signing, is expected to affect both

large French corporations and portfolio investors, who

collectively hold significant stakes in Indian companies.

[Reuters] [Grand Pinnacle Tribune]

India, Jordan commit to strengthening

strategic, economic, and counterterrorism

ties

(dql) On December 15, Indian Prime Minister Narendra

Modi met King Abdullah II of Jordan in Amman for

discussions aimed at strengthening bilateral ties and

cooperation. [Government, India]

The talks—part of Modi’s two-day visit to Jordan—

covered cooperation across multiple sectors, including

trade, investment, defence, renewable energy,

fertilizers, agriculture, digital technology,

infrastructure, health, education, tourism, and cultural

exchanges.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-iiy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-iij/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-iit/


Modi emphasized increasing bilateral trade to USD 5

billion within five years and proposed collaboration

between Jordan’s digital payment systems and India’s

Unified Payments Interface (UPI). Fertilizer cooperation

was also highlighted, with discussions on further

investments to meet India’s growing phosphatic

fertilizer demand.

Jordan is a major supplier of phosphates and potash

which are critical for India’s agricultural sector. A

flagship example of this partnership is the Jordan India

Fertilizer Company, an USD 860 million joint venture

between the Indian Farmers Fertiliser Cooperative

Limited (IFFCO) and Jordan Phosphates Mines

Company, which produces and exports phosphoric

acid to India, bolstering the country’s food security.

Both leaders reaffirmed support for counterterrorism

efforts, condemned terrorism, and exchanged views

on regional stability and global issues. [DD News]

[News On Air] [Financial Express]

Several Memoranda of Understanding were signed in

culture, renewable energy, water management, digital

infrastructure, and a twinning arrangement between

Petra and Ellora, expected to strengthen bilateral

cooperation. [The Tribune]

Modi’s visit to Jordan is part of his three-nation tour

this week, which also includes Ethiopia and Oman.

[NDTV]

India, UAE commit to strengthening trade,

energy, and defense cooperation at

strategic dialogue

(dql) Indian External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar co-

chaired on December 16 the 16th India-UAE Joint

Commission and the 5th Strategic Dialogue with

United Arab Emirates (UAE) Deputy Prime Minister and

Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed Al Nahyan

in Abu Dhabi. [S. Jaishankar, X]

The discussions reviewed the Comprehensive Strategic

Partnership between the two countries and identified

priorities for future cooperation. Key areas of focus

included civil nuclear collaboration, defence and

security, critical minerals, connectivity, logistics, and

the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor

(IMEC).

The leaders also highlighted the rapid growth in

bilateral trade, investments, fintech, and digital

connectivity, following the 2022 Comprehensive
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Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA) and the 2024

Bilateral Investment Treaty (BIT). Additional

discussions covered education, cultural exchanges,

space and polar research, and closer coordination in

multilateral forums.

The dialogue reflected the shared strategic outlook of

India and the UAE, emphasizing how deeper

cooperation contributes to regional and global

stability. [ANI]

In 2017, the two countries elevated ties to a

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership.

The dialogue followed Jaishankar’s participation in the

16th Sir Bani Yas Forum in Abu Dhabi on the sidelines

of which he held multiple bilateral meetings engaging

with counterparts from Egypt and several European

countries.

He met Egypt’s Foreign Minister Badr Abdelatty, as well

as Deputy Prime Ministers and Foreign Ministers from

Luxembourg and Poland—Xavier Bettel Radoslaw

Sikorski, Latvia’s Foreign Minister Baiba Braze, and the

UK Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary David

Lammy.

The Sir Bani Yas Forum, held on December 12-14, is a

high-level annual platform that brings together global

leaders, policymakers, and experts to discuss peace,

security, and economic cooperation. Other participants

at the forum include senior leaders from the Gulf,

Arab, European, and Asian countries, including officials

from Moldova, Cyprus, and Montenegro. [The Tribune]

India pushes for preferential trade deal

with Mexico to shield exports from tariff

hike

(dql) India is seeking a preferential trade agreement

(PTA) with Mexico to mitigate the impact of planned

tariff increases that could hit Indian exports starting

January 2026. Mexico plans to raise import duties by 5–

50 percent on over 1,450 product categories from

countries without a free trade agreement, targeting

mainly non-FTA partners, particularly China.

While India is not the main target, nearly USD 2 billion

of its exports—including automobiles, auto

components, textiles, iron and steel, plastics, leather,

and footwear—could be affected.

A PTA, which covers a limited set of goods, is seen as a

faster, practical alternative to a full free trade
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agreement. Indian officials are engaging Mexican

authorities to protect trade interests, while exporters

warn the tariffs could undermine India’s

competitiveness and disrupt longstanding supply

chains.

Bilateral trade between India and Mexico reached USD

8.74 billion in 2024, with India running a USD 2.72

billion surplus. [Maritime Gateway] [Reuters]

Indonesia’s President Prabowo’s Pakistan

visit delivers concrete defense, trade and

health agreements

(ms) President Prabowo Subianto’s first official visit to

Pakistan on 8–9 December produced a series

outcomes, centering on defense cooperation, trade

expansion and practical sectoral agreements.

The visit resulted in the signing of eight formal

agreements and memorandums of understanding

covering higher education, health, small and medium

enterprises, halal trade, narcotics control, archives,

libraries and scholarship programs. Among the most

operationally significant was a health cooperation

MoU, which Indonesian officials see as supporting

Prabowo’s domestic priority to address Indonesia’s

shortage of medical professionals through training,

education partnerships and potential collaboration on

vaccine production and health technology.

On defense, Indonesia and Pakistan agreed to deepen

military-to-military engagement through expanded

training programs, exchanges between defense

academies and exploration of defense industrial

cooperation. Pakistan’s defense industry, including its

experience with co-production and maintenance, was

discussed as a potential partner as Indonesia seeks to

diversify suppliers and strengthen local capabilities.

The ceremonial escort of the presidential aircraft by

Pakistan Air Force JF-17 fighter jets underscored the

defence dimension of the visit.

Economically, both sides committed to accelerating

negotiations to upgrade their existing preferential

trade agreement into a Comprehensive Economic

Partnership Agreement by 2027. Bilateral trade, which

has surpassed USD 4 billion, is set to be broadened

beyond palm oil and traditional goods into services

such as information technology, fintech and halal

industry cooperation. Investment discussions included

possible engagement between Pakistan’s Special

Investment Facilitation Council and Indonesia’s

sovereign wealth fund, Danantara.
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Prabowo was also awarded the Nishan-e-Pakistan, the

country’s highest civilian honor, reflecting Islamabad’s

political investment in the relationship.

From Jakarta’s perspective, the Pakistan leg of the trip

aligned closely with domestic policy goals: improving

health capacity, strengthening defense self-reliance,

and opening new trade and investment channels.

Prabowo returned directly from Islamabad to flood-hit

regions in Sumatra, reinforcing the administration’s

message that foreign engagements are intended to

support, rather than distract from, urgent domestic

priorities. [Antara] [Government of Pakistan]

[Indonesia Business Post] [The Jakarta Post]

Vietnam’s VinFast to invest up to USD 1

Billion in Indonesia

(ms) Vietnamese electric vehicle maker VinFast plans to

significantly expand its investment in Indonesia,

underscoring growing economic ties between Vietnam

and Southeast Asia’s largest economy and highlighting

Indonesia’s ambitions to become a regional hub for

electric vehicle manufacturing.

VinFast will raise its total investment in Indonesia to as

much as USD 1 billion, up from the USD 300 million

committed so far, according to company executives.

The announcement coincided with the official

inauguration of VinFast’s first manufacturing plant in

Indonesia, located in Subang, West Java. The facility

currently has an annual production capacity of 50,000

vehicles, with plans to scale up to 350,000 units per

year as demand grows.

The Subang plant, built on a 171-hectare site, is

expected to begin full commercial operations in the

first quarter of next year following trial production.

VinFast executives said the expansion reflects

confidence in Indonesia’s fast-growing EV market and

its strategic role in the regional automotive supply

chain.

Indonesia has been actively courting foreign

investment in electric vehicles, leveraging its large

domestic market and rich reserves of nickel, a key

component in EV batteries. For Vietnam, VinFast’s

expansion represents a deepening of industrial and

investment cooperation with a key ASEAN partner.

Under its long-term plans, VinFast aims to raise local

content in vehicles produced in Indonesia to around 80

percent by 2030 and create up to 15,000 jobs once the

plant reaches full capacity. In addition to passenger
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EVs, the facility is expected to assemble electric

motorcycles and a commercial electric multi-purpose

vehicle scheduled for launch in 2026.

The investment comes as VinFast accelerates its

regional expansion, complementing manufacturing

plans in India and Vietnam, and highlights the

strengthening Vietnam–Indonesia economic

partnership amid Southeast Asia’s transition toward

cleaner transport. [Forbes] [Reuters]

Indonesia aims to finalize tariff deal with

US by end of 2025

(ms) Indonesia is seeking to conclude negotiations on a

reciprocal tariff agreement with the United States

before the end of 2025, as both sides work to resolve

remaining differences in a deal seen as critical for

trade and investor confidence.

Coordinating Minister for Economic Affairs Airlangga

Hartarto said Jakarta will send a delegation to

Washington next week to finalize the agreement,

following discussions with US Trade Representative

Jamieson Greer. The talks are based on a framework

announced on 22 July, when Indonesian President

Prabowo Subianto and US President Donald Trump

agreed in principle to rebalance market access

between the two economies.

Under the framework, Indonesia committed to

eliminating tariffs on more than 99% of US goods and

removing non-tariff barriers, while the United States

agreed to lower tariffs on Indonesian exports from a

previously threatened 32% to 19%. Key export sectors

include textiles, footwear and palm oil.

Negotiations had appeared strained after US officials

suggested Indonesia was reconsidering earlier

commitments. Jakarta has rejected that

characterization, saying the process involves clarifying

language rather than reversing policy. Airlangga said

certain clauses reportedly sought by Washington —

including provisions allowing the US to withdraw from

the deal if Indonesia signs other trade agreements

deemed harmful to US interests — would not apply to

Indonesia.

Analysts say concluding the deal would support foreign

investment sentiment at a time of global trade

uncertainty. However, Indonesia has also been

cautious about preserving policy autonomy,

particularly in strategic areas such as critical minerals
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and energy, where it maintains ties with multiple

partners, including China.

Both governments have expressed confidence that

outstanding issues can be resolved, with Jakarta

signaling that political backing remains strong to

secure an agreement before year-end. [Bloomberg]

[Indonesia Business Post] [Reuters]

Indonesia’s President Prabowo holds with

Russia’s Putin on defense, energy and

food security

(ms) President Prabowo Subianto used his meeting

with Russian President Vladimir Putin in Moscow on

December 10 to advance Indonesia’s priorities in

defense cooperation, energy diversification and food

security, as Jakarta continues to pursue a non-aligned

and pragmatic foreign policy.

In talks at the Kremlin, Prabowo discussed the

development of military ties, which Indonesian officials

see as part of a broader effort to diversify defense

partnerships beyond traditional suppliers. Russia has

long been a training destination for Indonesian

officers, and both sides confirmed plans to maintain

and potentially expand professional military education

and technical cooperation.

Energy was another focus of the meeting. Prabowo

welcomed Russia’s offer to support Indonesia’s nuclear

ambitions, noting Jakarta’s plan to build its first nuclear

power plant in the next decade as it seeks to balance

energy security, emissions targets and growing

electricity demand. Any decision, Indonesian officials

stress, would be assessed within Indonesia’s regulatory

and safety framework and alongside cooperation with

other partners.

Food security featured prominently, with discussions

on wheat supplies following a temporary decline in

Russian exports to Indonesia earlier in 2025. Russia

resumed shipments in October after regulatory issues

were resolved, and both sides agreed to work toward

more stable flows. For Indonesia, securing diversified

grain imports remains a priority as global food markets

stay volatile.

Prabowo also highlighted steady growth in bilateral

trade, which rose about 17 percent in the first nine

months of 2025, while acknowledging Indonesia’s small

agricultural trade surplus with Russia. He invited Putin

to visit Indonesia in 2026 or 2027, framing the

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-ihr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-ihy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-ihj/


relationship as one based on mutual respect and

practical cooperation.

The Moscow visit followed Prabowo’s earlier stop in

Pakistan (see article above). Jakarta has maintained

that it will not join any military bloc and will continue

engaging both Western and non-Western powers.

Indonesia’s full membership in BRICS and ongoing

talks with the Eurasian Economic Union were also

discussed as potential platforms to widen economic

links. [Anadolu Ajansi] [Antara] [Indonesia Business

Post] [Kremlin] [Reuters]

Japan condemns China sanctions on

former Self-Defense Forces chief amid

rising Taiwan tensions

(dql) Japan has criticized China for imposing unilateral

sanctions on Shigeru Iwasaki, a former chief of the

Self-Defence Forces, calling the move an attempt to

intimidate individuals holding differing views. [Kyodo

News]

Beijing accuses Iwasaki of “colluding with “Taiwan

independence” separatist forces and making

provocations after he accepted an advisory role with

Taiwan’s Cabinet, and imposed asset freezes,

transaction bans and travel restrictions covering

mainland China, Hong Kong and Macau. [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, China]

The sanctions follow a protest lodged with Tokyo in

March over the appointment of Iwasaki. They come

amid rapidly worsening Japan–China relations over

Taiwan, following Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi’s

remarks that a Chinese attack on the island could

threaten Japan’s survival and justify collective self-

defense. [SCMP]

A retired four-star air force general, Iwasaki served as

Japan’s chief of the Joint Staff from 2012 to 2014,

making him the country’s top uniformed military

officer and ranking him third in the command

hierarchy after the prime minister and defence

minister.

Japan grants around USD 7 million to

boost flood-hit transport links in Laos
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(dql) Japan has approved a grant of just over JPY 1

billion (USD 7 million) to help Laos repair and reinforce

flood-damaged transport infrastructure, with a focus

on Route 8, a key economic corridor repeatedly

disrupted by extreme weather. The funding, confirmed

through an Exchange of Notes between the two

governments, will provide heavy machinery for road

and bridge rehabilitation in affected central provinces.

[Asia News Network]

Japan assists Vietnam after storms and

floods

(ay) Japan and Brazil are providing assistance to

Vietnam as it recovers from severe storm and flood

damage in its central region. Japan has pledged a USD

1.5 million nonrefundable emergency aid package, to

be delivered through international organizations,

including USD 1 million via the International

Organization for Migration for relief supplies and

US$500,000 through UNICEF for clean water and

sanitation.

Brazil has also mobilized support, with companies and

organizations donating cash and supplies, while its

government is considering further assistance and

sharing expertise in disaster management and post-

disaster reconstruction. [SGGP]

U.S. backs Japan as radar incident

deepens security alignment against China

(dql)  Tensions between Japan and China have

sharpened after Beijing’s fighter jets reportedly locked

their targeting radars on Japanese aircraft during a

training exercise near Okinawa—an action Tokyo

condemned as highly provocative (see AiR No. 49,

December/2025, 2). [Kyodo News] [Nikkei Asia]

For the first time, the United States openly criticized

China over the incident, underscoring concerns about

regional stability. China rejected Japan’s account,

insisting its drills adhered to international norms and

accusing Tokyo of provoking the situation.

While the U.S. ambassador to Japan has expressed

strong support for Tokyo, President Trump has stayed

quiet publicly as he prepares for trade talks with

Beijing, privately urging restraint on both sides.

[Reuters 1]
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The episode unfolded amid a broader downturn in

Sino-Japanese relations following Prime Minister Sanae

Takaichi’s recent parliamentary comments suggesting

that a Chinese attack on Taiwan could trigger Japanese

military involvement. Beijing demanded she retract the

remarks and warned its citizens about travel to Japan.

Meanwhile, joint Russian–Chinese air patrols near

Japan and renewed Chinese coast guard incursions

around the contested Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands have

added to the strain. [Global Times] [China Daily]

In response, the U.S. flew nuclear-capable B-52

bombers over the Sea of Japan alongside Japanese F-

35 and F-15 jets. [Reuters 2]

On December 12, US–Japan defence chiefs held an

urgent call over the radar incident. Japan’s Defense

Minister Shinjiro Koizumi and US Secretary of Defense

Pete Hegseth reviewed what they described as a

sharply worsening Indo-Pacific security environment

and reaffirmed that the alliance must bolster

deterrence. [Ministry of Defense, Japan] [SCMP]

Laos and South Korea seek closer

cooperation on crime, trade and security

(ms/co) Laos and South Korea agreed to deepen

cooperation on transnational crime, economic

development and security during talks between Lao

President Thongloun Sisoulith and South Korean

President Lee Jae Myung in Seoul on December 15,

marking 30 years since the restoration of diplomatic

relations. Sisoulith’s visit marked the first trip by a

Laotian leader to South Korea in twelve years.

The meeting addressed growing concerns over cross-

border criminal activities involving online fraud, illegal

gambling and drug trafficking. Both sides agreed to

strengthen coordination between law enforcement

and judicial authorities to better address these

challenges.

Two bilateral treaties were signed to enhance criminal

justice cooperation, covering extradition and mutual

legal assistance. The agreements are intended to

facilitate the transfer of suspects, the sharing of

evidence and closer institutional collaboration in

criminal investigations.

The discussions also focused on expanding economic

ties. The two countries agreed to elevate their

relationship to a “comprehensive partnership,” with

plans to promote trade and investment, improve
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infrastructure and supply chain cooperation, and

enhance coordination on regional and international

issues. South Korea identified Laos as a potential

partner in critical minerals supply chains and

reiterated support for its development as a transport

and logistics hub in Southeast Asia.

In addition, a memorandum of understanding was

signed to renew Laos’ participation in South Korea’s

employment permit system, allowing Lao workers

continued access to the E-9 visa program. [The Laotian

Times] [The Korea Herald]

Laos Prime Minister meets Russian

Security Council Secretary

(ms) Laos Prime Minister Sonexay Siphandone on

December 11 met Sergei Shoigu, Secretary of the

Security Council of the Russian Federation, during an

official visit to Vientiane aimed at strengthening

bilateral cooperation.

According to a government statement, Sonexay said

Shoigu’s visit reflected the steady development of

relations between Laos and Russia and supported

efforts to advance their strategic partnership. He noted

that cooperation between the two countries has

expanded in recent years, covering areas such as trade

and investment, energy, education, defense, legal

affairs, culture and tourism. The Lao leader reaffirmed

his government’s intention to continue deepening ties

on the basis of mutual benefit.

Shoigu thanked the Lao authorities for the reception

and said his visit was intended to further consolidate

cooperation between the two countries. He reiterated

Russia’s willingness to work with Laos across a range of

sectors and to maintain regular high-level exchanges.

[Lao News Agency]

to broadening cooperation across multiple sectors in

the years ahead.

Laos and Azerbaijan hold first political

consultations to deepen bilateral

cooperation

(ms) Laos and Azerbaijan held their first political

consultation in Vientiane on December 8, marking a

step toward closer bilateral engagement as the two
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countries prepare to mark 30 years of diplomatic

relations in 2025.

The meeting was co-chaired by Lao Deputy Foreign

Minister Maithong Thammavongsa and Azerbaijani

Deputy Foreign Minister Elnur Mammadov, with

officials from both sides taking part. According to

official statements, the talks reviewed recent

developments in relations and explored ways to

expand cooperation across a range of areas.

Discussions covered political dialogue, parliamentary

exchanges, trade and investment, tourism, education

and unexploded ordnance (UXO) clearance. Both sides

also highlighted the significance of planned

anniversary activities next year and recalled the

meeting between Lao President Thongloun Sisoulith

and Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev at the BRICS

Summit in Kazan in 2024, which helped reinforce

political commitment to the relationship.

During his visit, Mammadov paid courtesy calls on

senior Lao leaders, including National Assembly Vice

President Sounthone Xayachak, and attended a

reception hosted by Foreign Minister Thongsavanh

Phomvihane. The Azerbaijani delegation also visited

cultural and tourist sites in the Lao capital. [Laos News

Agency]

Malaysia’s defense minister clarifies US

defense MoU separate from reciprocal

trade deal

(tl/ea) Defence Minister Datuk Seri Mohamed Khaled

Nordin clarified that Malaysia’s memorandum of

understanding (MoU) on defence cooperation with the

United States is unrelated to the Agreement on

Reciprocal Trade (ART) signed during the recent Asean

Summit on October 26.

He stated that the defence MoU, signed on Oct 30 on

the sidelines of the Asean Defence Ministers’ Meeting

(ADMM) and ADMM-Plus, is legally non-binding and

had been discussed since 2020. Khaled stressed that it

is a cooperation framework rather than a formal

agreement, focusing on areas such as capacity-

building, military training and exercises, defence

technology and industry, as well as other activities

agreed through the long-running Malaysia-US Strategic

Talk (MUSST). 

Khaled stressed that such arrangements are a

standard part of Malaysia’s defense diplomacy, noting

that the country maintains similar cooperation
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frameworks with a range of partners, including China,

Japan, Indonesia, Vietnam and the United Arab

Emirates. He emphasized that the cooperation is

consistent with Malaysia’s neutral and non-aligned

foreign policy, in line with Asean’s Zone of Peace,

Freedom and Neutrality (Zopfan) declaration, and is

aimed at safeguarding national security and

sovereignty.

The clarification followed comments by former prime

minister Mahathir Mohamad, who had raised concerns

over the transparency of the Defence Cooperation

Agreement between Malaysia and the US. [Free

Malaysia Today]

Malaysian former security chiefs defend trade agreement

with U.S. amid sovereignty concerns 

Separately, former chief of defence forces Zulkifeli Zin

has sought to counter political criticism of the trade

agreement. He stated that the agreement, led by the

Ministry of Investment, Trade and Industry, underwent

comprehensive legal and administrative scrutiny by the

Attorney-General’s Chambers before being submitted

to the Cabinet for approval. According to Zulkifeli,

claims that the deal threatens Malaysia’s sovereignty

misinterpret its design, which he described as a

framework for “mutual consultation” rather than

external control.

His remarks follow accusations from Hulu Terengganu

MP Rosol Wahid, who has threatened legal action

against Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim over alleged

procedural lapses in the agreement’s signing.

Rejecting these claims, Zulkifeli argued that terms such

as “shall consult” merely require dialogue between

Washington and Putrajaya, and do not oblige Malaysia

to seek US approval for procurement or policy

decisions. He added that both countries retain the

right to withdraw from the agreement if national

interests diverge.

Former inspector-general of police Razarudin Husain

also voiced support for the deal, highlighting its

emphasis on shared values, such as respect for

sovereignty and economic resilience, and its objective

of reducing tariff and non-tariff barriers. He

maintained that the pact strengthens Malaysia’s

strategic and economic position without undermining

national autonomy. [Free Malaysia Today]

Malaysia-U.K. climate cooperation

deepens
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(ea) The United Kingdom and Malaysia have launched

the Malaysia-UK Partnering for Accelerated Climate

Transitions (UK PACT) 2.0 Fund, marking a renewed

phase of bilateral cooperation on climate action.

[Government, UK]

Building on earlier collaboration from 2020 to 2023,

the initiative is the UK’s largest climate partnership in

Malaysia and aims to support the country’s transition

toward a low-carbon and climate-resilient economy

through green finance and carbon market

development.

With funding of up to USD 3.8 million for 2025-2027,

UK PACT 2.0 will focus on strengthening Malaysia’s

capacity to implement a domestic emissions trading

scheme, prepare for the launch of the Forest Carbon

Offset mechanism by the Malaysian Forest Fund, and

improve green financing strategies to support

renewable energy integration into the power grid.

[Bernama]

China deepens engagement with Maldives

as FTA delivers first results and

emergency support continues

(lm) China has reaffirmed its long-term development

partnership with the Maldives during a high-level visit

by a delegation from the National People’s Congress,

China’s national legislature, alongside new signs of

tangible economic cooperation under the Maldives–

China Free Trade Agreement (FTA).

During meetings in Male’, both sides emphasized

continuity in bilateral ties and progress in

implementing the comprehensive strategic partnership

agreed earlier in 2025, with cooperation spanning

infrastructure, housing, fisheries, tourism, trade,

connectivity, information technology, and agriculture.

[The Sun 1]

At the same time, the Maldivian government

highlighted the first operational outcomes of the

Maldives–China FTA, which entered into force on

January 1, 2025, after years of remaining dormant.

Authorities reported that more than 100 small

businesses and 11 exporters have now registered to

use the agreement, marking the first substantive

uptake since it was signed in 2014 and ratified in 2017.

Officials framed this as an initial but symbolically

important step toward diversifying trade links with

China. [The Sun 2]
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China has also provided USD 2.8 million in emergency

assistance to help restore government functions after

a fire in December 2024 destroyed key administrative

offices in the capital. Maldivian officials described the

support as evidence of both practical cooperation and

political trust, noting that recent high-level

engagements with Beijing have accelerated

coordination on development financing, infrastructure

delivery, and capacity-building. [The Sun 3]

Bangladesh, Mongolia sign mutual visa

waiver

(fs) Bangladesh and Mongolia signed a mutual visa

waiver agreement for holders of diplomatic and official

passports in Dhaka on December 11.

The agreement allows eligible passport holders to

enter, exit, and transit through either country without

a visa for up to 30 days. The arrangement will remain

in force indefinitely unless terminated with 90 days’

notice. [New Age]

Mongolia discusses strengthening

bilateral and regional cooperation with

China, Russia

(fs) Speaker of the Mongolian parliament Uchral Nyam-

Osor met on December 9 with the Ambassadors of

Russia and China to Mongolia to discuss foreign policy

priorities, inter-parliamentary relations, and ongoing

regional cooperation initiatives.

In his meeting with Russian Ambassador Alexey

Evsikov, the two sides discussed strengthening

cooperation in politics, economy, trade, transport, and

space research. Nyam-Osor highlighted plans to

further expand parliamentary cooperation and stated

that Parliament is preparing to ratify the Interim Trade

Agreement with the Eurasian Economic Union, signed

in June 2025, which is expected to diversify trade and

reinforce the legal framework for economic

cooperation (see AiR No. 26, July/2025, 1).

Both sides reviewed progress on projects under the

Mongolia–Russia–China Economic Corridor, including

joint infrastructure development and increasing freight

transport capacity. Evsikov expressed Russia’s interest

in expanding imports of livestock and meat products

from Mongolia.
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During his meeting with Chinese Ambassador Shen

Minjuan, Nyam-Osor emphasized a commitment to

strengthening parliamentary cooperation and

supporting practical bilateral initiatives. The two sides

discussed trade, investment, and improving the

business environment. They also agreed to hold the

seventh inter-parliamentary consultation meeting in

Beijing in 2026. [Montsame]

South Korea launches rare metals

cooperation center in Mongolia

(fs) South Korea launched a rare metals cooperation

center in Mongolia on December 12 to support the

development of the country’s rare earth and critical

mineral sector. The center, located at the University of

Science and Technology in Ulaanbaatar, was

established under South Korea’s official development

assistance program for Mongolia.

The facility will conduct research on Mongolia’s rare

metals, including tungsten, molybdenum, and lithium,

and provide technical training in processing and

refining. It aims to help Mongolia increase the

industrial value of its mineral resources and move up

the value chain.

South Korean authorities said the center will also lay

the groundwork for broader bilateral cooperation on

critical minerals, contributing to South Korea’s long-

term supply chain stability. Seoul plans to establish

similar cooperation centers in Uzbekistan, Vietnam,

Kazakhstan, and Indonesia. [Yonhap]

Mongolia, Lithuania hold political

consultations

(fs) Mongolia and Lithuania held their seventh round of

political consultations on December 10 in Ulaanbaatar,

led by Mongolia’s State Secretary Lhanaajav

Munkhtushig and Lithuanian Vice-Minister of Foreign

Affairs Vidmantas Verbickas.

The discussions focused on political, economic,

cultural, and academic cooperation, as well as regional

security and geopolitical developments. Both sides

highlighted shared democratic values and reiterated

their commitment to strengthening bilateral ties,

particularly in international freight transport and

logistics, education, culture, and agriculture.
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The two countries agreed on the need to expand

connectivity, enhance people-to-people exchanges,

and promote business cooperation. [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, Lithuania]

Myanmar, China discuss joint measures

against online fraud, reject foreign

interference

(su) China and Myanmar have held high-level

discussions on strengthening cooperation to combat

online fraud and online gambling, while jointly

rejecting what they described as foreign interference

conducted under the pretext of tackling online scams.

According to Myanmar’s Ministry of Information, the

talks took place on December 12 during a meeting

between Union Minister of Home Affairs Lt-Gen Tun

Tun Naung and a Chinese delegation led by Liu

Zhongyi, Assistant Minister of Public Security of the

People’s Republic of China.

The two sides discussed the need for closer

coordination between Myanmar, China, and other

regional countries in addressing online scam

operations, as well as China’s support for the work of

Myanmar’s Central Committee for the Supervision of

Combating Online Fraud and Online Gambling. The

meeting also emphasized rapid implementation of

agreed measures and cooperation in resisting external

involvement in online fraud-related matters.

Further discussions were held between the Chinese

delegation and a Myanmar delegation led by Deputy

Minister of Home Affairs Maj-Gen Aung Kyaw Kyaw,

focusing on broader security and law enforcement

cooperation, including joint action against online

scams in border areas, procedures for locating and

handing over Chinese nationals, and a draft

memorandum of understanding on cooperation

between district-level police forces in Muse and China’s

Dehong region.

Both sides agreed to conduct a joint visit to Myawaddy

to observe ongoing anti-online fraud operations.

[Eleven Myanmar]

India deepens engagement with Myanmar

amid election controversy
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(anl) On December 15, India’s Ambassador to

Myanmar, Abhay Thakur, and military attaché

Jaswinder Singh Gill met junta official Kyaw Swar Lin in

Naypyitaw. The talks focused on reciprocal military

training, border security and stability, and expanded

cooperation between the two-armed forces. The

discussions also touched on “better opportunities”

expected to emerge after Myanmar’s planned year-end

election, without providing details.

The meeting followed reports of a covert agreement

between India and the Kachin Independence Army

(KIA) related to rare-earth mining in northern

Myanmar, though there was no indication that the

issue was raised during the talks.

However, rare earths were reportedly discussed earlier

when junta leader Min Aung Hlaing met Indian Prime

Minister Narendra Modi in August on the sidelines of

the Shanghai Cooperation Summit. At that meeting,

both sides agreed to deepen cooperation in trade,

energy, and security. The junta later claimed that Modi

expressed support for the planned election and

discussed the possibility of Indian election observers.

As the regime faces international sanctions and

isolation, India has increasingly emerged as a key

partner, offering diplomatic engagement, cooperation

across multiple sectors, and arms sales. India has

joined China, Russia, Belarus, and Cambodia in backing

the election. [The Irrawaddy]

Third Myanmar–Russia Joint Counter-

Terrorism Committee meeting held

(su) Myanmar and Russia held on December 9-10 third

Joint Counter-Terrorism Committee meeting in

Naypyitaw, where senior military representatives from

both sides signed a series of agreements on security

cooperation.

The meeting included exchanges on counter-terrorism

coordination and ongoing areas of bilateral security

cooperation. 

The agreements mark the latest step in Myanmar’s

expanding defense relationship with Russia, which has

intensified since the 2021 coup as the junta seeks

international partners amid Western sanctions. [Eleven

Myanmar]
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Over 180 nationals repatriated from

Thailand within one week

(su) Thai authorities have repatriated 181 Myanmar

nationals to Kawthaung Township, Tanintharyi Region,

over the past week. On December 10, a group of 76

people—57 men and 19 women—were transferred

from the Ranong Immigration Detention Center and

handed over to Myanmar officials.

This followed the return of 105 individuals on

December 3, all of whom had reportedly violated Thai

laws and completed their sentences before

deportation. [Eleven Myanmar]

Australia urges end to violence in

Myanmar and warns elections risk

deepening instability

(su) Australia has issued a statement expressing “grave

concerns” about Myanmar’s political and humanitarian

situation ahead of elections planned by the military

regime. In the December 10 release, the Australian

Government condemned widespread human rights

violations and ongoing attacks on civilians, including

airstrikes, while also noting credible reports of abuses

by other armed actors. [Government, Australia]

Canberra reiterated that a genuine path to peace

requires an end to violence, the release of political

detainees, and inclusive dialogue involving all

stakeholders. It warned that elections held without

these conditions would “lead to greater instability” and

prevent progress toward a peaceful resolution of the

crisis. According to the statement, the current

circumstances fall far short of what is necessary for

free, fair, and inclusive elections.

Australia reaffirmed its support for ASEAN’s central

role in addressing the crisis and called on the junta to

fulfil its obligations under the ASEAN Five-Point

Consensus, including engaging with the ASEAN Chair’s

Special Envoy. The statement concluded by stressing

Australia’s commitment to universal human rights and

solidarity with the people of Myanmar, who it said

continue to demonstrate resilience amid escalating

hardship. [Mizzima]

India commits full logistical support for

Nepal’s March elections, raises delays in
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boundary mechanisms and cross-border

infrastructure

(lm) India has raised concerns over delays in Nepal

convening key bilateral boundary coordination

mechanisms, even as routine technical cooperation

along the Nepal–India border continues.

During meetings in Kathmandu, a senior Indian foreign

ministry official pointed to the lack of progress in

holding the next session of the Survey Officials’

Committee, a technical body that prepares

recommendations for the Boundary Working Group,

which oversees the construction and maintenance of

boundary pillars. Although Nepal had agreed in July to

host the committee meeting, Nepali officials

acknowledged that the delay stems from insufficient

preparation within the foreign ministry.

These institutional delays stand in contrast to ongoing

on-the-ground border maintenance. Nepal’s Armed

Police Force has repaired about 2,690 boundary pillars

since fiscal year 2023–24 under a joint mandate issued

by the Boundary Working Group, while India repaired

925 pillars during the same period.

The border discussions formed part of a broader

diplomatic engagement tied to Nepal’s upcoming

parliamentary elections scheduled for March 5, 2026.

India pledged full logistical and security-related

support for the polls, including the supply of more

than 600 vehicles requested by Nepal’s Election

Commission and security agencies. Indian officials

framed the assistance as support for stability during

Nepal’s ongoing political transition.

Talks also covered cross-border infrastructure and

security cooperation. India reviewed progress on India-

funded Integrated Check Posts at Bhairahawa and

Dodhara-Chandani, noting that while work is

advancing at Bhairahawa, construction at Dodhara-

Chandani has yet to begin. Separate meetings

addressed border security, information-sharing to

counter smuggling and trafficking, and potential Indian

support for post-earthquake reconstruction in western

Nepal. [The Kathmandu Post 1] [The Kathmandu Post

2]

U.S. deepens engagement with Pakistan

through major F-16 upgrade and new

minerals-sector financing
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(lm) The United States has approved a USD 686 million

package to upgrade Pakistan’s F-16 fighter jets, aiming

to reinforce interoperability in counterterrorism

operations and extend the fleet’s service life to 2040.

The package includes Link-16 communication systems,

aircraft hardware and software improvements,

precision-navigation and cryptographic devices, and

other support items. The White House told the U.S.

Congress the sale will not affect the regional military

balance but will preserve Pakistan’s ability to meet

current and future security requirements, reflecting a

recent warming of high-level military and political

contacts between the two countries. [Arab News 1]

At the same time, Washington has committed USD

1.25 billion in US Export-Import Bank financing for

Pakistan’s largest minerals development project, Reko

Diq, a copper-gold mine in Balochistan that is

considered one of the world’s biggest untapped

deposits. The financing could unlock up to USD 2

billion in US mining equipment and services and

advance Pakistan’s broader USD 3.5 billion project-

financing effort, anchored by international lenders.

Pakistan views the mine as central to expanding

critical-minerals exports and attracting long-term

foreign investment. [Arab News 2]

Pakistan–Russia talks cover oil

cooperation and steel sector

(lm) Pakistan and Russia are holding discussions on

cooperation in the oil sector while also advancing

technical work related to steel production, including

Pakistan Steel Mills (PSM). The engagement involves

ministerial- and technical-level talks and builds on

earlier cooperation between the two countries.

In the energy sector, Pakistan’s finance minister has

stated that the energy ministries of both countries are

discussing possible cooperation in oil exploration,

production, and refining. Pakistan began importing

Russian crude oil in 2023 as part of efforts to reduce

energy import costs. Russian officials have previously

indicated that upgrading refining capacity in Pakistan

has also been discussed. No agreement has been

announced. [Arab News]

Separately, Pakistan and Russia are engaged through

the Pakistan–Russia Inter-Government Commission

(IGC) on matters related to Pakistan Steel Mills, located

near Karachi. PSM was designed and constructed with

Soviet assistance in the 1970s and became operational

in the early 1980s. It has remained largely non-
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operational since 2015 and is currently not producing

steel at a commercial level.

At the 10th meeting of the IGC held in late November,

the two sides signed a second protocol related to PSM.

According to officials, the protocol provides for the

preparation of a bankable feasibility study and an

Engineering, Procurement, and Construction

framework. Russian experts have presented two

technical options at Pakistan’s request. One option

involves reviving the existing mill using a blast furnace

model at an estimated cost of USD 1.91 billion. The

other involves constructing a new steel plant based on

Electric Arc Furnace technology at an estimated cost of

USD 1.05 billion, which would rely on imported scrap.

Pakistani authorities have stated that the federal

government does not intend to operate PSM and is

proceeding toward privatization. The Ministry of

Industries and Production is preparing to issue an

expression of interest after completion of the

feasibility work. Officials have indicated that the

government will facilitate potential local and

international investors.

Officials have also provided sectoral data indicating

that Pakistan imports approximately USD 6 billion

worth of iron, steel, and scrap annually and that

domestic production does not meet demand.

Additional discussions involving maritime authorities

have referenced potential use of facilities at Port

Qasim, including infrastructure linked to iron ore

handling and ship recycling, in connection with future

steel-related activity. [Profit Pakistan Today]

Pakistan, Türkiye move toward deeper

defense co-production and technology

transfer

(lm) A high-level delegation of Turkish aerospace and

defense companies visited Pakistan to examine

concrete opportunities for co-production, localized

manufacturing and technology transfer, indicating

Ankara’s intention to position itself as a long-term

industrial partner inside Pakistan’s defense ecosystem.

The group represented the Bursa Aerospace and

Defense Cluster Association — a major Turkish

industry network linking manufacturers to defense

suppliers— and Türkiye’s Defense Industry Agency, the

country’s central authority for defense procurement,

export control and industrial strategy. 14 Turkish firms

participated, allowing Ankara to showcase a broad

range of capabilities in avionics, mechatronics and

component design.
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This outreach builds on an already dense defense

relationship. Türkiye is a leading supplier of major

systems to Pakistan, including MILGEM-class warships,

upgrade support for Agosta-90B submarines and

multiple drone platforms. Pakistan Aeronautical

Complex also collaborates with Turkish Aerospace

Industries on aircraft modernization and avionics

integration. [Arab News]

UK announces ‘major reset’ in

development partnership with Pakistan

(lm) The United Kingdom has announced what it

described as a “major reset” in its development

partnership with Pakistan, signaling a shift from a

traditional aid-donor relationship toward investment-

and reform-focused cooperation. The announcement

was made during a visit to Islamabad by the United

Kingdom’s minister responsible for development,

marking the first federal-level development dialogue

between the two governments in eight years.

According to British officials, the revised approach

emphasizes the use of United Kingdom technical

expertise to support institutional reform, capacity-

building, and domestic growth in partner economies,

rather than stand-alone aid programs. In Pakistan’s

case, the reset encompasses parallel tracks covering

economic reform, higher education, migration

management, and climate cooperation.

Economic reform and the investment environment

featured prominently in discussions with Pakistan’s

prime minister and finance minister. Pakistani

authorities outlined reform priorities linked to the

country’s stabilization program supported by the

International Monetary Fund, including widening the

tax base, reducing losses in the energy sector,

restructuring state-owned enterprises, reforming

pension liabilities, strengthening debt management,

and rationalizing the public sector.

The United Kingdom indicated support through

technical assistance, regulatory cooperation, and

digital governance tools. British officials also endorsed

Pakistan’s business regulatory overhaul, developed

with United Kingdom support and comprising 472

proposed measures to streamline approvals, digitize

procedures, and remove outdated regulations. Initial

reform packages were estimated by British officials to

yield annual economic gains of around USD 1.05

billion. [Arab News 1]
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As part of the expanded partnership, Pakistan and the

United Kingdom launched the GBP 10 million second

phase of the Pak–UK Education Gateway, jointly

implemented by Pakistan’s Higher Education

Commission and the British Council. The program

builds on a first phase launched in 2018 that

supported 165 institutional partnerships and produced

approximately 2,000 joint research publications. [Arab

News 2]

On the migration and security track, Pakistan’s state

minister responsible for interior affairs met the United

Kingdom’s minister of state for international

development and Africa to review cooperation on

irregular migration, extradition, and information-

sharing. The talks took place amid Pakistan’s

intensified enforcement actions against human

smuggling following fatal migration incidents involving

routes to Europe.

Pakistani authorities reported a decline in irregular

migration over the past year and highlighted ongoing

coordination with the United Kingdom on

enforcement, extradition requests, and related

security concerns, including those linked to

Afghanistan. Discussions also covered cooperation

frameworks addressing illegal immigration, illicit

finance, online child protection, and narcotics control.

[Arab News 3]

Both sides also announced a Green Compact to guide

cooperation on climate resilience, green investment,

and coordination in international climate forums. The

climate track was presented as a complementary pillar

alongside economic reform, education, and security-

related cooperation under the revised partnership

framework. [Arab News 4] [Arab News 5]

Pakistan seeks to deepen security and

law-enforcement cooperation with

Bahrain

(lm) Pakistan has reaffirmed plans to deepen security

and law-enforcement cooperation with Bahrain

following recent ministerial-level engagement between

the two countries’ interior ministries. Both sides had

agreed during talks in late November to enhance

institutional cooperation between their interior

ministries. Areas identified for closer coordination

include law enforcement, internal security, counter-

narcotics efforts, and intelligence sharing.

The engagement forms part of Pakistan’s wider

outreach to the Gulf Cooperation Council, a regional
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grouping of six Gulf states, where Islamabad has

sought to link security cooperation with parallel

objectives in trade, investment, and economic

engagement. Pakistani officials frequently cite the large

Pakistani expatriate workforce in Gulf states, including

Bahrain, as an important factor underpinning bilateral

relations. [Arab News]

Pakistan, Iran emphasize mutual support,

vow to deepen economic and energy links

(lm) Pakistan and Iran have emphasized mutual

political support following separate short wars earlier

this year, while simultaneously moving to strengthen

practical cooperation in trade, border management,

and energy security. Pakistan’s Prime Minister Shehbaz

Sharif highlighted this convergence during talks with

Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian on the sidelines

of an international peace forum in Turkmenistan,

where both leaders praised the support their countries

extended to one another during periods of external

aggression.

The exchange followed a year marked by brief but

significant regional escalations involving both

countries. Pakistan and India engaged in a four-day

military confrontation in May that involved missile

strikes, artillery fire, and the use of air and unmanned

systems, before a ceasefire halted the fighting. In a

separate episode roughly one month later, Iran and

Israel exchanged direct military strikes, including

missile and drone attacks, following incidents on and

around Iranian territory. Against this backdrop,

Pakistani and Iranian leaders presented closer

coordination as a means of managing regional volatility

and addressing the security strains that have affected

bilateral relations.

Beyond political signaling, Sharif pointed to outcomes

from the 22nd Pakistan–Iran Joint Economic

Commission, urging closer coordination to expand

bilateral trade, operationalize border markets,

reinforce border security, and revive transport links,

including the Islamabad–Tehran–Istanbul rail

connection. Regional security concerns were also

discussed, including Pakistan’s calls for stronger action

by Afghanistan’s Taliban administration to address

militant activity affecting Pakistani territory, as well as

broader diplomatic efforts related to Gaza. Pezeshkian,

according to official accounts, expressed Iran’s interest

in deepening cooperation and welcomed the exchange

of views. [Arab News 1]
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These diplomatic signals were reinforced by parallel

progress on energy cooperation. Pakistan and Iran

have agreed in principle to extend their long-running

cross-border electricity supply arrangement for

Balochistan’s southwestern districts, a system in place

since 2002 that remains critical for Gwadar and nearby

border towns where Pakistan’s national grid is

incomplete and local generation capacity is insufficient.

Under the existing framework, Iran currently supplies

100 megawatts of electricity based on a 2023

arrangement, with tariffs ranging between USD 0.077

and USD 0.1145 per kilowatt-hour. Officials have

indicated that capacity could increase once additional

transmission infrastructure becomes operational.

[Arab News 2]

Pakistan and Jordan to deepen security

and counter-narcotics cooperation

(as) Pakistan and Jordan have agreed to strengthen

bilateral cooperation in internal security, with a

particular focus on counter-terrorism, counter-

narcotics operations, and police training. The

understanding was reached during recent talks

between Pakistan’s Interior Minister and his Jordanian

counterpart, who discussed expanding institutional

collaboration between their interior ministries. Jordan

emphasized the importance it attaches to relations

with Pakistan, while Islamabad proposed maintaining

momentum through continued high-level engagement,

including a future visit by the Jordanian interior

minister. [Radio Pakistan] [Tribune]

Pakistan’s military and economic

engagement with Saudi Arabia enters

consolidation phase

(lm) Pakistan’s senior leadership signaled that ties with

Saudi Arabia are entering a more structured phase of

military and economic cooperation, with the country’s

top commander publicly elevating the new Strategic

Mutual Defense Agreement while the foreign ministry

confirmed that initiatives under the recently launched

Pakistan–Saudi Arabia Economic Cooperation

Framework are now moving toward implementation.

Field Marshal Asim Munir, Pakistan’s chief of defense

staff, told a national conference of religious scholars

that the defense pact signed in September with Saudi

Arabia represents a historic shift in the security

relationship. The agreement formalizes decades of
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coordination that have included intelligence sharing,

counterterrorism operations and the long-standing

deployment of Pakistani military personnel in the

Kingdom. Munir emphasized that Pakistan regards its

role in contributing to the security of the holy sites in

Makkah and Madinah as a defining element of the

bilateral relationship. He used the same platform to

argue that, under Islamic law, only the state may

declare jihad — an implicit rejection of the militant

claims advanced by the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan, an

insurgent group targeting Pakistani civilians and

security forces. Munir also sharpened rhetoric toward

India, referencing the four-day confrontation in May in

which both countries used artillery, drones and fighter

aircraft before a United States-brokered ceasefire.

[Arab News 1]

On the economic side, Pakistan’s foreign office said

that multiple initiatives agreed with Riyadh in October

under the Pakistan–Saudi Arabia Economic

Cooperation Framework are now advancing through

the implementation pipeline. The framework, created

during Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif’s meeting with

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, is

designed to channel Saudi capital into priority

Pakistani sectors, including energy, mining,

information technology, tourism, and agriculture. The

foreign ministry noted that Pakistan’s Special

Investment Facilitation Council — a civil-military body

created to expedite major foreign investment — and

the Board of Investment are already working with

Saudi counterparts on specific transactions, though

details were not disclosed.

The economic track was reinforced by Finance Minister

Muhammad Aurangzeb’s meetings in Riyadh, where he

held talks with Saudi Vice Minister of Finance

Abdulmuhsen Al-Khalaf. He was also scheduled to

meet additional senior Saudi economic officials,

including the leadership of the National Development

Fund, as Islamabad seeks long-term development

financing and deeper investment commitments. [Arab

News 2] [Arab News 3]

Pakistan-UAE senior-level meetings

review economic, trade, and sectoral

cooperation

(lm) Pakistan and the United Arab Emirates have held

senior-level discussions reviewing bilateral relations

and cooperation across economic, trade, and sector-

specific areas. The engagement took place in

Islamabad, where the UAE ambassador met Pakistan’s

deputy prime minister and several cabinet members,
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including ministers responsible for defense, finance,

information technology, and railways, as well as

parliamentary leadership.

The UAE is Pakistan’s third-largest trading partner after

China and the United States and hosts around two

million Pakistani expatriates, making it a major source

of remittances. UAE-origin investment in Pakistan over

the past two decades has been valued at more than

USD 10 billion, according to Emirati authorities.

Pakistani policymakers continue to view the UAE as a

key export destination, citing proximity and lower

transportation costs.

The meetings follow recent efforts by both sides to

expand economic cooperation. In January 2024,

Pakistan and the UAE signed agreements valued at

more than USD 3 billion covering areas such as

railways, economic zones, and infrastructure. [Arab

News]

Pakistan explores ferry shipping with

Yemen as part of regional trade

connectivity push

(lm) Pakistan is examining the introduction of ferry-

based shipping services with Yemen as part of a

broader effort to improve regional trade connectivity

and reduce logistics costs, particularly for small and

medium enterprises. The proposal was discussed

during talks in Islamabad between Commerce Minister

Jam Kamal Khan and Yemen’s envoy to Pakistan.

The initiative fits into Pakistan’s wider strategy to

develop short-distance maritime links with nearby

Middle Eastern markets. In recent months, Islamabad

has issued its first ferry service license for routes

connecting Pakistan with Iran and Gulf Cooperation

Council states, and has approved a separate ferry

connection between Gwadar and Oman. Officials

present ferry services as a complement to

conventional shipping, aimed at lowering freight costs

and improving turnaround times rather than replacing

existing trade routes. [Arab News]

Philippines files protest after clashes with

China in South China Sea

(ms) Tensions between the Philippines and China in

the South China Sea escalated sharply in the period

around December 12–16, 2025, with Manila lodging a
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formal diplomatic protest after Filipino fishermen were

injured and their vessels damaged in a disputed

maritime encounter.

On December 12, the Philippine Coast Guard reported

that three Filipino fishermen were wounded and two

fishing boats suffered significant damage after Chinese

Coast Guard ships fired high-pressure water cannons

and carried out aggressive blocking maneuvers near

Sabina Shoal — a feature within the Philippines’

exclusive economic zone that is also claimed by China.

Chinese vessels also cut anchor lines, endangering

crews and forcing some boats adrift, officials said.

Philippine rescuers initially faced obstruction before

reaching and aiding the injured fishermen.

In response to the incident, on December 15 Manila

announced it would file a formal diplomatic protest

(demarche) with the Chinese Embassy, condemning

China’s actions as the “harassment and endangerment”

of Filipino civilians and calling for an immediate halt to

what it described as dangerous and unjustified

maneuvers. Philippine Defense Secretary Gilberto

Teodoro Jr. on December 16 denounced the conduct of

Chinese maritime forces as “dangerous” and

“inhumane,” saying the use of water cannons and

maneuvers that injure civilians are inconsistent with

internationally recognized standards for conduct at

sea.

Beijing, however, defended the actions of its coast

guard, reiterating that they were necessary to

safeguard what it views as its territorial sovereignty

and accusing the Philippines of “creating trouble” in the

disputed waters. China referred to Sabina Shoal by its

own name, Xianbin Reef, and maintained that its

response was lawful and restrained.

The United States has publicly backed Manila,

condemned the use of water cannons and the cutting

of anchor lines, and calling for adherence to

international law and safety at sea. China retorted that

Washington has no right to interfere in regional

maritime affairs.

The flare-up underscores persistent friction over

overlapping maritime claims in the South China Sea,

where a 2016 international tribunal rejected Beijing’s

expansive claims but China continues to assert broad

jurisdiction. The incident is one of the most serious

recent confrontations, highlighting ongoing challenges

to regional stability and the Philippines’ efforts to

assert its sovereign rights while balancing great-power

competition in Asia. [ABC News] [CCTV] [PhilStar]

[Reuters 1] [Reuters 2]
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Philippines, US hold ninth joint maritime

exercise in West Philippine Sea

(ms) The Philippines and the United States conducted

their ninth Bilateral Maritime Cooperative Activity

(MCA) in the West Philippine Sea on December 9–10,

underscoring growing defense cooperation as Manila

faces persistent maritime tensions in its exclusive

economic zone (EEZ).

According to the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP),

the joint exercise took place west of Zambales, well

within waters claimed by the Philippines under

international law. The activity aimed to enhance

interoperability, coordination and operational

readiness between the two allies amid what the

military described as “evolving security challenges” in

the Indo-Pacific.

The Philippines deployed a range of naval and air

assets, including the guided-missile frigate BRP Jose

Rizal, three FA-50 fighter jets, A-29B Super Tucano

[GMA News] [Philippine News Agency] [PhilStar]

Denmark, Philippines move toward

pathway for Filipino health workers

abroad

(ms) The Philippines and Denmark are moving toward

a new bilateral framework that would link training,

education, and recruitment for Filipino health and care

workers, shifting away from traditional placement-

driven labor deployment.

Officials from both governments have initialed draft

texts of a memorandum of understanding that

prioritizes skills development, professional alignment,

and ethical recruitment. Under the proposed

agreement, Filipino workers would undergo

standardized training in accredited Philippine

institutions to meet Denmark’s care-sector standards

before deployment, particularly in elderly care.

The framework adopts a government-to-government

model, limiting the role of private recruiters and

aiming to ensure Filipino workers receive the same

labor rights, pay conditions, and protections as Danish

counterparts. It also promotes knowledge transfer and

circular migration, allowing workers to gain experience

abroad and return home with upgraded skills.
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The initiative responds to Denmark’s growing

healthcare labor shortages, while raising concerns in

the Philippines about sustaining its own healthcare

workforce amid continued overseas demand. [PhilStar]

Singapore and China sign 27 agreements

to deepen bilateral cooperation

(ms) Singapore and China have signed 27

memorandums of understanding and agreements

aimed at expanding cooperation across finance, trade,

innovation, sustainability and people-to-people

exchanges, marking one of the most extensive rounds

of bilateral deals in recent years.

The agreements were concluded on December 15

during the 21st meeting of the Joint Council for

Bilateral Cooperation (JCBC) in Chongqing, co-chaired

by Singapore Deputy Prime Minister Gan Kim Yong and

Chinese Vice Premier Ding Xuexiang. The JCBC is the

highest-level bilateral cooperation platform between

the two countries and coincides with the 35th

anniversary of diplomatic relations in 2025.

A central focus of the meeting was financial and capital

markets connectivity. Among the key outcomes, DBS

Bank was appointed as Singapore’s second renminbi

(RMB) clearing bank, complementing the Industrial and

Commercial Bank of China’s Singapore branch. The

move is intended to support the growth of the offshore

RMB market and facilitate cross-border trade and

investment. The two sides also agreed to expand

capital market cooperation, including exchange-traded

fund links and support for secondary listings of

Chinese companies in Singapore.

Another notable initiative is a pilot program allowing

Singapore travelers to open and top up digital yuan (e-

CNY) wallets locally for use in China, reflecting closer

cooperation in digital finance.

The meeting also advanced the China–Singapore

(Chongqing) Demonstration Initiative on Strategic

Connectivity (CCI), now entering its second decade.

New agreements set out a long-term vision for the CCI,

with expanded cooperation in areas such as education,

healthcare, logistics, aviation and digital trade. Since its

launch in 2015, the initiative has facilitated more than

USD 21.8 billion in cross-border financing and helped

strengthen connectivity between western China and

Southeast Asia.

Beyond finance and connectivity, agreements were

signed to enhance cooperation in green development,
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customs facilitation, food trade, science and

technology, healthcare, legal services, and youth and

cultural exchanges. Both sides also reaffirmed their

commitment to safeguarding the multilateral trading

system amid global economic uncertainty.

Officials from both countries described the expanded

cooperation as forward-looking and mutually

beneficial, underscoring Singapore and China’s

intention to continue deepening practical collaboration

while contributing to regional stability and growth.

[Bloomberg] [Channel News Asia] [Xinhua]

DBS named Singapore’s second renminbi

clearing bank

DBS Bank has been appointed as Singapore’s second

renminbi (RMB) clearing bank, marking a further step

in deepening financial cooperation between Singapore

and China. The appointment was announced on

December 15 as part of a broader package of 27

agreements concluded during an annual bilateral

meeting held in Chongqing.

Singapore’s Monetary Authority said the designation is

expected to support the continued development of the

offshore RMB market in Singapore and facilitate the

wider use of the Chinese currency in trade, investment

and other cross-border economic activities. The

Industrial and Commercial Bank of China’s Singapore

branch has served as the city-state’s first RMB clearing

bank since 2013.

DBS said the new role will enable it to offer more

comprehensive RMB settlement and liquidity services,

responding to rising demand from corporates and

investors seeking to diversify currency exposure.

The appointment comes alongside other financial

initiatives, including a pilot scheme for digital RMB

payments and expanded access to China’s bond

markets, reflecting China’s broader push to promote

cross-border use of the renminbi. [Reuters]

Singapore launches Horizon Europe

Complementary Fund to deepen research

ties with EU

(ms) Singapore has announced the launch of the

Singapore–Horizon Europe Complementary Fund,

aimed at strengthening research and innovation
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cooperation with the European Union and boosting the

participation of Singapore-based researchers in

Horizon Europe projects.

Launched on December 5, the fund will provide

financial support to eligible Singapore-based legal

entities involved in collaborative research under Pillar

II of Horizon Europe. This pillar focuses on tackling

global challenges through international cooperation in

areas such as climate change, health, digital

technologies and sustainable industry, which closely

align with Singapore’s national research priorities.

By covering the costs of local participants in successful

Horizon Europe consortia, the complementary fund

removes a key barrier to international collaboration

and allows Singaporean researchers to engage on

more equal terms with European partners. The

initiative is expected to encourage deeper scientific

collaboration and knowledge exchange between

Europe and Southeast Asia.

To facilitate participation, Singapore’s National

Research Foundation (NRF) has established dedicated

National Contact Points to guide researchers through

funding opportunities and application processes.

Information sessions are also scheduled for January

2026 to raise awareness across universities, research

institutes and industry.

The fund is part of Singapore’s wider Research,

Innovation and Enterprise 2030 (RIE2030) program,

under which the government has pledged SGD 37

billion (approximately USD 27 billion) over five years to

strengthen its research and innovation ecosystem,

underscoring the country’s emphasis on international

partnerships as a driver of innovation-led growth.

[European Commission] [MindDEf]

Singapore, UK launch regulatory

innovation corridor for health

technologies

(ms) The United Kingdom and Singapore have

launched a new regulatory innovation corridor aimed

at accelerating patient access to breakthrough health

technologies by streamlining approval processes

across both countries.

Under the partnership, the UK’s Medicines and

Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) and

Singapore’s Health Sciences Authority (HSA) will allow

medical developers to engage with both regulators at

the same time. Companies can seek early, informal
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joint advice to improve clinical trial design, reduce

duplication and shorten development timelines, while

maintaining safety and regulatory standards.

The corridor will focus on high-impact areas including

cancer, neurodegenerative diseases, obesity, rare

diseases, advanced diagnostics and digital health.

Regulators will also cooperate on horizon scanning for

emerging technologies and share regulatory

approaches to strengthen innovation capacity.

Biotech firm Flagship Pioneering will be the first

company to use the new pathway, providing regulators

with early insight into next-generation therapies.

Officials said the initiative supports faster access to

innovative treatments, boosts life sciences investment

and reinforces both countries’ positions as global hubs

for health innovation. [Digital Health] [Government UK]

South Korea urges Japan to fulfill forced

labor pledge on UNESCO-listed mine

(co) South Korea has called on Japan to revise its report

submitted to the UNESCO World Heritage Committee

(WHC) concerning the registration of Sado Mine in

Niigata Prefecture as a World Cultural Heritage site.

Seoul criticized the report for omitting references to

the forced labor of Koreans and for failing to comply

with the Committee’s recommendation to present the

site’s full historical context. As one of the 21 WHC

members, South Korea had agreed to the listing on the

condition that Japan adhere to these guidelines.

The Sado Mines were used as a wartime production

site for the Japanese imperial army during World War

II. Between 1940 and 1945, when Korea was under

Japanese colonial rule, more than 1,500 Koreans were

reportedly subjected to forced labor at the site. [The

Korea Harald]

South Korean parliament empowers

police to block anti-North Korea leaflets

near border

(dql) South Korea’s National Assembly passed a bill

empowering police to block the launch of anti-North

Korea leaflets near the border.

Pushed through by the ruling Democratic Party (DP),

which holds the majority in the parliament, the
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amendment aims to reduce military tensions and

protect border residents. The main opposition People

Power Party (PPP) opposed the measure, citing

concerns over freedom of expression.

The legislation follows a revision to the Aviation Safety

Act, which restricts drone use in border areas, and

aligns with President Lee Jae Myung’s broader efforts

to ease inter-Korean tensions and resume dialogue

with Pyongyang. [The Korea Times]

South Korea backs Tajikistan’s digital

governance push with grant

(dql) South Korea and Tajikistan agreed on a USD 6.5

million Korea International Cooperation Agency

(KOICA) grant to modernize Tajik government

operations through expanded digital systems,

The project will establish a centralized platform to

track and assess state strategies, streamline

interagency coordination, and digitize planning for

student placement across higher, secondary, and

vocational education.

South Korea committed technical expertise to ensure

delivery. [Kazinform International News Agency]

South Korea: US House moves to block

unilateral USFK troop cuts amid strategic

uncertainty

(dql) The US House of Representatives has passed the

fiscal year 2026 National Defense Authorization Act

(NDAA), introducing safeguards that would prevent the

Trump administration from unilaterally reducing the

28,500-strong US Forces Korea (USFK) without

Pentagon certification, alliance consultations, and a

determination that such cuts serve US national

security. Approved by a wide bipartisan margin, the

$901 billion bill now moves to the Senate, where

further debate is expected. [The Hill]

The legislation also restricts funding for changes to the

transfer of wartime operational control (OPCON) if

they diverge from existing US–South Korea

agreements, reviving provisions last seen during

Trump’s first term amid concerns over abrupt troop

posture shifts. Wartime OPCON refers to who has the

authority to command and direct South Korean and US
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forces on the Korean Peninsula during an armed

conflict.

Under the current arrangement, South Korea’s military

exercises operational control over its own forces in

peacetime, while in wartime operational control is

vested in the commander of the US–ROK Combined

Forces Command, a position traditionally held by a US

general with a South Korean deputy.

While lawmakers and analysts in Seoul welcomed the

House vote as a stabilizing signal for the alliance, they

cautioned that it must be viewed alongside

Washington’s broader strategic recalibration. In

particular, the newly released US National Security

Strategy prioritizes the Western Hemisphere, Taiwan,

and greater burden-sharing with allies, raising

concerns in Seoul that future US force deployments

could become more flexible, including on the Korean

Peninsula. [The Korea Herald 1]

The absence of explicit references to North Korea as a

standalone strategic challenge and to denuclearization

has further fueled debate in South Korea over the

need to strengthen independent defense capabilities

(see AiR No. 49, December/2025, 2).

Meanwhile, the top US military commander on the

Korean Peninsula has urged South Korea and the

United States to reassess the conditions for

transferring OPCON, warning that the process should

not be driven by political deadlines. US Gen. Xavier

Brunson, commander of US Forces Korea and the

Combined Forces Command, stressed that the OPCON

transition must remain strictly conditions-based and

focused on real combat readiness, not presidential

timelines.

Brunson questioned whether allied forces are properly

structured, resourced, and trained for future warfare,

arguing that force posture, command arrangements,

and capabilities must genuinely meet agreed

standards. He rejected any “sliding scale” in assessing

readiness and called for frank, early discussions to

determine whether current and future conditions truly

support a successful handover.

While Seoul continues to push for completing the

transition within President Lee Jae-myung’s term and

both sides have agreed to accelerate implementation

of OPCON conditions, Brunson cautioned that formal

milestones alone do not guarantee readiness. He

emphasized the central role of realistic joint exercises

in deterrence, warning that unpracticed missions

cannot be reliably executed in conflict. [The Korea

Herald 2]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-dik/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-diu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-ddl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gtkhtjd-l-ddl/


South Korea, U.S. launch talks on

coordinated North Korea policy

(co/dql) South Korea and the United States held talks

on December 16 to coordinate their North Korea

policy, though the effort appears to be undermined by

internal disagreements among key ministries in Seoul.

The consultations—held between Jeong Yeon-doo, vice

minister for diplomatic strategy and intelligence at the

foreign ministry and acting US Ambassador to South

Korea Kevin Kim—were the first since the Lee Jae-

myung government took office in June and reflected

South Korea’s intention to keep channels of

communication with North Korea open. The talks were

framed as open and broad discussions on North

Korean related policy, with the aim of establishing

regular dialogue mechanisms.

Complications arouse when the unification ministry,

with inter-Korean affairs within its remit, declined the

offer to take part in the talks and instead warned that

a foreign ministry–led dialogue could hinder prospects

for restoring ties with Pyongyang, adding that it would

consult with the United States through other channels

when necessary.

Critics warn that a lack of policy coherence could send

mixed signals, particularly as the government pursues

a strategy of balanced engagement with deterrence

and sanctions. [The Korea Herald 1] [The Korea Herald

2]

U.S. reaffirms nuclear deterrence for South Korea

Meanwhile, Washington reaffirmed its commitment to

defend South Korea with the full range of its military

capabilities, including nuclear forces, at the first

meeting of the Nuclear Consultative Group (NCG) held

under President Donald Trump’s second term.

Held on December 11 in Washington, the talks—the

fifth since the establishment of the NCG in 2023—

confirmed the NCG as a permanent consultative

mechanism on extended deterrence, while South

Korea, for the first time in a joint statement, pledged to

take the lead in the peninsula’s conventional defense.

The allies agreed to continue NCG workstreams and

scheduled the next meeting for the first half of 2026.

[Department of War, USA]

Despite this continuity, the joint statement—aligning

with the recent U.S. National Strategy—avoided explicit

references to North Korea and omitted earlier
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language on joint nuclear planning and the regular

visibility of U.S. strategic assets, suggesting a more

cautious tone. [The Korea Times] [The Dong-A Ilbo]

The NCG was established in April 2023 following a

South Korea–U.S. summit as a response to mounting

concerns over North Korea’s nuclear and missile

advances. It provides a structured forum for regular

consultations on U.S. extended deterrence, including

nuclear policy, information sharing, crisis

communication, and coordination between U.S.

nuclear forces and South Korea’s conventional military

planning, without granting Seoul independent nuclear

authority (see AiR No. 18, May/2023, 1).

South Korea, U.S. to activate FTA Joint

Committee to implement new tariff deal

(dql/co) South Korea and the United States are moving

to formalize the implementation of their latest tariff

compromise, with Seoul announcing plans to convene

the bilateral Free Trade Agreement (FTA) Joint

Committee in the near future, according to Finance

Minister Koo Yun-cheol, speaking at an economy-

related ministers’ meeting on December 12.

The mechanism will oversee execution of an October

deal under which South Korea committed USD 350

billion in investments in return for lower U.S. tariffs,

including a cut in auto duties to 15 percent applied

retroactively from November 1.

Seoul also intends to coordinate closely with

Washington on non-tariff measures and accelerate

talks to reduce tariffs on other sectors such as generic

drugs and natural resources. [Yonhap News Agency]

Korea Zinc to build USD 7.4 billion critical minerals

smelter in U.S.

Meanwhile, Korea Zinc, the world’s largest zinc smelter,

announced plans to build a large-scale facility in

Tennessee to process critical materials, in partnership

with the U.S. government and private firms. The total

investment, estimated at USD 7.4 billion, would rank

among the largest South Korean-led industrial

investments in the U.S. critical minerals sector to date.

Once operational, the U.S. facility will produce strategic

minerals such as antimony and germanium, which are

currently processed in Ulsan and are vital for

semiconductors, defence systems, and renewable

energy technologies.
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Against the backdrop of global supply chain risks and

rising U.S. demand for critical minerals, Washington

heavily backs Korea Zinc’s plans, with the Department

of War set to become the largest shareholder with a 40

percent stake, while Korea Zinc’s share would be about

10 percent.

The project aligns with Washington’s broader strategy

to reduce reliance on China for critical minerals,

particularly as Beijing tightens export controls on

strategic resources. [The Korea Herald] [CNBC]

South Korea, Britain sign upgraded FTA

deal

(co) On December 15, South Korea and the United

Kingdom signed an upgraded free trade agreement

that relaxes rules of origin for South Korean

automobiles and consumer goods and expands access

to the UK’s high-speed rail and online gaming markets.

[Government, UK]

A key change under the renewed deal, which replaces

a 2019 post-Brexit arrangement, allows South Korean

carmakers, as well as exporters of beauty and food

products, to qualify for tariff-free access if only 25

percent of a vehicle’s value is produced in South Korea,

down from the previous 55 percent requirement. This

change simplifies eligibility for preferential treatment

and facilitates trade.

Furthermore, visa restrictions were lifted to facilitate

the entry of Korean engineers and special workers for

building manufacturing plants in Britian.

The two countries also agreed to adopt digital trade

rules covering cross-border data flows and online

consumer protection and deepen cooperation on AI,

advanced technologies, and supply chains through a

new innovation committee. [The Korea Herald] [The

Guardian]

South Korea’s deal with Peru marks

country’s largest-ever defense export to

Latin America

(dql) South Korea has signed a framework agreement

to supply major ground combat systems to the

Peruvian army, including 54 K2 main battle tanks and

141 wheeled armored vehicles, marking its largest

defense export package to Latin America and
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potentially the K2 tank’s first entry into the region.

While no official price was disclosed, South Korean

media estimate the deal could exceed KRW 2 trillion

(USD 1.3 billion), with implementation contracts

expected to be finalized next year.

The agreement reflects Seoul’s broader push to

expand its global defense footprint, building on recent

large-scale K2 tank exports to Poland, including a USD

6.7 billion deal concluded earlier this year amid

heightened security concerns linked to the war in

Ukraine (see AiR No. 31, August/2025, 1).

Currently the world’s 10th-largest weapons exporter,

South Korea aims to rise to fourth place by 2027.

[Reuters] [The Defense Post]

U.S. diplomatic engagement with Sri

Lanka highlights maritime security,

economic reform, and bilateral

cooperation

(lm) Over the past days, the United States signaled

continued high-level engagement with Sri Lanka

through an official visit and public statements in

Washington addressing bilateral priorities.

On December 11, U.S. Under Secretary of State for

Political Affairs Allison Hooker traveled to Sri Lanka.

According to the U.S. Embassy in Colombo, she was

scheduled to meet Sri Lankan counterparts to discuss

bilateral issues, including economic and commercial

ties, defense cooperation, and support for Sri Lanka’s

economic and maritime sovereignty. [Daily Mirror 1]

Two days later, on December 13, Eric Meyer, U.S.

President Donald Trump’s nominee for ambassador to

Sri Lanka, testified before the U.S. Senate Foreign

Relations Committee. In his testimony, Meyer said U.S.

policy toward Sri Lanka would prioritize maritime

security, economic reforms linked to Sri Lanka’s

International Monetary Fund program, and addressing

China’s expanding presence in the Indian Ocean. He

emphasized Sri Lanka’s geographic position along

major global shipping routes, noting that U.S. Navy

vessels and a significant share of global seaborne

crude oil transit nearby waters.

Meyer stated that his first priority, if confirmed, would

be ensuring the safety of U.S. citizens in Sri Lanka. He

also referenced the U.S. response to Cyclone Ditwah,

saying the United States had committed USD 2 million

in emergency assistance and provided military airlift
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support for relief operations. He described this as part

of the bilateral partnership.

Addressing economic issues, Meyer said Sri Lanka has

potential to become a regional economic leader and

highlighted expansion plans at the Port of Colombo,

which he said could double cargo handling capacity

within the next year. He stated that continued

economic reforms would strengthen Sri Lanka’s

economic sovereignty and could facilitate increased

U.S. investment.

During the hearing, Senate Foreign Relations

Committee Chairman Jim Risch referred to China’s

involvement in Sri Lanka’s port infrastructure as a

warning example for other countries. In response,

Meyer said the United States supports open and

transparent bilateral relationships and would work

with Sri Lanka to ensure it maintains sovereignty over

its ports and waterways. He added that defense and

law-enforcement cooperation would include disaster

response, countering transnational crime and

trafficking, maritime awareness, and port security.

[Daily Mirror 2]

Taiwan, Philippines strengthen labor ties

with new skilled worker initiatives

(dql) Taiwan and the Philippines concluded their 10th

Labor Conference on December 15, advancing

cooperation on skilled worker recruitment and migrant

labor protections. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Taiwan,

in Chinese]

Both sides agreed to promote direct government-to-

government hiring of Filipino workers, explore a

system for attracting overseas talent, and enhance

labor administration through better information-

sharing. The talks mark continued progress in Taiwan–

Philippines labor ties, reinforcing a framework that has

operated since 2006 and contributing to broader

bilateral cooperation. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan to review relations with South

Korea after e-arrival label dispute

(acl) Taiwan has warned it may reassess its relationship

with South Korea after Seoul failed to correct an official

digital entry system that labels Taiwan as part of China,

despite repeated diplomatic protests from Taipei.
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Taipei argues the designation undermines its

sovereignty and risks damaging otherwise active

people-to-people exchanges, which exceeded 2.4

million visits last year.

Taiwanese officials linked the issue to broader

imbalances in the relationship, highlighting Taiwan’s

record USD 22.9 billion trade deficit with South Korea

in 2024, largely driven by semiconductor imports, as

evidence that ties are not reciprocal.

South Korea’s foreign ministry has said it maintains

practical but unofficial relations with Taiwan and is

reviewing the matter, yet no change has been made

since the system’s launch.  [Focus Taiwan] [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs Taiwan, in Chinese] [South China

Morning Post]

U.S. House approves defense bill including

joint drone program, security cooperation

with Taiwan

(acl) On December 10, the US House of

Representatives passed the compromise version of the

National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA), which

includes up to USD 1 billion for the Taiwan Security

Cooperation Initiative and a joint drone program.

The latest version of the NDAA focuses on countering

China, ensuring mission success in the Indo-Pacific,

and supporting regional allies. It authorizes up to USD

1 billion for the Taiwan Security Cooperation Initiative

and requires the US secretary of defense to pursue a

joint drone program with Taiwan – including co-

development and co-production – by March 2026, in

accordance with the Taiwan Relations Act.

The NDAA also authorizes continued US training with

Taiwan and other allies, calls for expanded US-Taiwan

coastguard training, and allows for the deployment of

American personnel in Taiwan to strengthen maritime

security, law enforcement, and deterrence. The bill

also includes the Taiwan Non-Discrimination Act, which

supports Taiwan’s bid to join the International

Monetary Fund.  

The bill passed the House 312–112. The Senate and

House must now reconcile their versions before final

passage and presidential approval. [Focus Taiwan]

[Taiwan News]

In addition, the US Senate has unanimously approved

the PORCUPINE Act, designed to accelerate approval

for allies transferring military equipment to Taiwan.
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The bill designates Taiwan as a “NATO Plus” partner

alongside Japan, Australia, South Korea, Israel, and

New Zealand, allowing for faster weapons sales.

Within 90 days of enactment, the US Secretary of State

must evaluate an expedited process for third-party

defense transfers to Taiwan. [Taipei Times]

Poland, Taiwan sign MOU to build non-

China drone supply chain

(acl) A Taiwanese government-backed drone alliance,

the Taiwan Excellence Drone International Business

Opportunities Alliance (Tediboa), and a Polish

unmanned system industry group, the Polish Chamber

of Unmanned Systems (PISB), signed a memorandum

of understanding (MOU) in Poland on December 10 to

develop a “non-China” drone supply chain, cooperate

on key technologies, and strengthen ties between the

Taiwanese and Polish drone industries.

Beyond supply-chain cooperation and system

integration, the MOU will also support market-friendly

regulations and future joint testing at cross-border

technology exhibitions. Minister of Economic Affairs

Kung Ming-Hsin said the agreement reflects both sides’

emphasis on cybersecurity and on building supply

chains free from Chinese-controlled networks. He

noted that Poland was Taiwan’s largest export market

for drones last year, underscoring strong commercial

ties.

Established in September 2024 by the Ministry of

Economic Affairs, Tediboa aims to grow Taiwan’s drone

industry, foster innovation, and support domestic

firms’ entry into global markets. [Focus Taiwan][Taiwan

News]

Taiwanese government raises concerns

over China-linked narratives in U.K.

Mandarin education materials

(yl) Taiwan’s representative office in the United

Kingdom has raised concerns with relevant institutions

after reports that teaching materials used in parts of

the U.K.’s Mandarin Excellence Programme depicted

Taiwan as part of China. The program, supported by

the U.K. Department for Education, provides Mandarin

instruction to thousands of students nationwide.
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University College London, which administers the

program, said the materials in question are optional

and that no official curriculum defines Taiwan as part

of China. British authorities stressed that politically

sensitive content must be accurate and balanced.

Taiwanese officials noted the involvement of Confucius

Institute-linked entities and reiterated concerns shared

by other democratic governments about potential

political influence embedded in language education.

[Focus Taiwan]

U.S. signals readiness to begin tariff talks

with Thailand following leaders’ phone

call

(lm) The United States has signaled readiness to begin

technical negotiations on tariffs with Thailand following

a telephone conversation on December 13 between

Thai Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul and U.S.

President Donald Trump, according to Thailand’s

Ministry of Commerce. The call also involved Thailand’s

foreign affairs and commerce ministers.

The development comes amid ongoing armed clashes

along the Thailand–Cambodia border, where renewed

fighting since early December has disrupted a

previously agreed ceasefire and displaced large

numbers of civilians. Washington had temporarily

paused tariff negotiations with Bangkok in mid-

November, citing the need for progress toward a

ceasefire and broader peace framework with

Cambodia. Thai officials have maintained that trade

discussions should be treated separately from security

developments, while U.S. messaging at the time linked

economic engagement to progress on de-escalation.

Commenting on the phone call, Commerce Minister

Suphajee Suthumpun said differing public accounts

from the Thai and U.S. sides reflected perspective

rather than policy divergence, and noted that

consultations with U.S. business groups had

highlighted mutual commercial interests. Agricultural

exports, including fragrant rice, were cited as among

Thailand’s key products for the U.S. market. [Bangkok

Post]

Timor-Leste vice-minister holds

institutional meetings in Portugal
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(ms) Timor-Leste’s Vice-Minister for Parliamentary

Affairs, Adérito Hugo da Costa, held a series of

institutional meetings in Lisbon on December 9 as part

of an official visit aimed at strengthening political

dialogue and bilateral cooperation with Portugal.

During the visit, Adérito Hugo da Costa met with

Portugal’s Minister for Parliamentary Affairs, Carlos

Abreu Amorim. The discussions focused on the

coordination mechanisms between the Portuguese

government and parliament, with particular attention

to the ministry’s role in political coordination and

institutional liaison. The two sides also exchanged

views on international issues of mutual interest,

including Timor-Leste’s engagement in the Community

of Portuguese Language Countries (CPLP) and the

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

The vice-minister was also received by Rodrigo Saraiva,

Vice-President of Portugal’s Assembly of the Republic,

at the São Bento Palace. Talks centered on

parliamentary procedures, institutional challenges, and

opportunities for cooperation. Both sides highlighted

education, capacity building, institutional

strengthening, and the promotion of the Portuguese

language as key areas for continued collaboration.

[Government of Timor-Leste]

Timor-Leste and Brazil sign agreement to

train Portuguese language teachers

(ms) Timor-Leste and Brazil on December 11 signed a

four-year agreement to strengthen the training of

Portuguese language teachers, supporting the

implementation of the country’s new national

curriculum introduced in the 2025 academic year.

The project, running from 2025 to 2028, will cover 644

Portuguese language teachers teaching grades 7 to 9

in the third cycle of basic education. Education Minister

Dulce de Jesus said the initiative aims to enhance

teachers’ linguistic, communicative and pedagogical

skills to ensure effective classroom delivery under the

revised curriculum.

Training will be supported by 17 Brazilian teacher-

coordinators working alongside 81 Timorese

“multiplier” teachers, a model designed to ensure long-

term sustainability. The program also includes the

development of new teaching materials, the creation

of a virtual learning environment, and the

establishment of a Portuguese Teacher Training Centre

at INFORDEPE.
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Brazil’s ambassador Ricardo José Leal said the initiative

reflects Brazil’s commitment to promoting Portuguese

language education in Timor-Leste. The project is

backed by Brazil’s Cooperation Agency and the

University of Campinas. [Plataforma]

Vietnam and Cambodia deepen

partnership and expand cooperation

across multiple sectors

(hn) Vietnamese Foreign Minister Lê Hoài Trung and

Cambodian Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign

Minister Prak Sokhonn co-chaired the 21st meeting of

the Vietnam–Cambodia Joint Committee in Siem Reap,

where both sides reviewed progress across political,

security, economic, cultural, and educational

cooperation and set directions for future collaboration.

The two sides welcomed the inauguration of the Tân

Nam–Meun Chey international border gate, expected

to boost connectivity, trade, and people-to-people

exchanges. They also noted strong progress in

cooperation between border provinces.

To advance bilateral ties, Vietnam and Cambodia

agreed to enhance high-level exchanges, promote

public awareness of the historical relationship, prevent

hostile forces from using either country’s territory

against the other, strengthen border management,

and intensify joint efforts against transnational crime.

They also committed to deepening cooperation in

infrastructure, transport connectivity, border trade,

tourism, education, water resources management,

climate change response, and coordination at the UN,

ASEAN, and Mekong frameworks. The minutes of the

meeting were signed, with the next committee session

to be held in Vietnam in 2026.

Addressing recent Thailand–Cambodia tensions, Trung

urged restraint and dialogue, stressing Vietnam’s

consistent support for peaceful dispute settlement,

ASEAN unity, and regional stability. [Vietnamnews]

[Voice of Vietnam]

Vietnam and Nepal commemorate 50

years of diplomatic relations with desires

to strengthen cooperation

(ln) Vietnam and Nepal celebrate 50 years of

diplomatic relations with Nepal’s Non-Resident

Ambassador to Vietnam Dhan Bahadur Oli visiting
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Hanoi on December 13 and meeting with Vietnam’s

Minister of Foreign Affairs Lê Hoài Trung.

Representatives for both countries expressed the

desire to enhance comprehensive cooperation

between the bilateral relationship between Vietnam

and Nepal.

Minister Lê conveyed the need to contemplate

negotiating and signing agreements to officially

establish a stable cooperation framework between the

countries, especially in trade and investment. He also

urged the Ambassador and the Nepalese government

to produce a conducive environment for the

Vietnamese community in Vietnam to continue to live,

study and work there.

Ambassador Oli emphasized that Nepal’s government

leaders highly value the country’s relations with

Vietnam and want to form tangible plans for bilateral

cooperation in culture, education, energy, trade,

investment, tourism, science and technology. Both

countries also showcased their support for each other

within multilateral forums, especially with candidacies

for major United Nations bodies. [Vietnamplus]

Vietnamese Gia Bình International Airport

and Laos-link expressway get

parliamentary approval

(hn) On October 11,  Vietnam’s National Assembly has

approved the investment plan for Gia Bình

International Airport, a mega-project worth more than

VND 196 trillion (about USD 7.8 billion), designed to

handle 30 million passengers by 2030 and 50 million by

2050.

The airport will span four communes in Bắc Ninh

Province and meet ICAO 4F standards, with capacity

for 1.6 million tons of cargo by 2030. It will feature two

parallel runway pairs, a 5-star passenger terminal, and

up to 123 aircraft stands by 2050. Around 1,900

hectares of land will be required, affecting roughly

7,100 households. The government aims for the

airport to become a smart, green, internationally top-

tier hub and a future Skytrax top-10 five-star airport,

serving as northern Vietnam’s main gateway and a

regional aircraft-maintenance center.

Separately, the National Assembly approved

investment in the Vinh–Thanh Thủy Expressway,

costing nearly VND 23.94 trillion (about USD 950

million). The 60 km, four-lane route will connect the

North–South Expressway in Nghệ An to the Thanh

Thủy border gate, forming a key missing link of the Hà
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Nội–Vientiane corridor. Construction is slated for 2026,

with completion in 2029. [Vnexpress, in Vietnamese]

[Dantri, in Vietnamese]

Vietnam raises alleged map error with

host Thailand after SEA Games 33 opening

(hn/ms) Vietnam has raised concerns with Thailand

after a map displayed during the opening ceremony of

the 33rd Southeast Asian Games in Bangkok on

December 9 omitted Vietnam’s Hoàng Sa (Paracel) and

Trường Sa (Spratly) archipelagos, as well as Phú Quốc

Island.

The Vietnamese Ministry of Foreign Affairs said it had

formally discussed the issue with Thai organizers,

noting that Thailand, as host country, was responsible

for the ceremony’s content. Hanoi reaffirmed

Vietnam’s sovereignty claims over the Hoàng Sa and

Trường Sa islands, which are subject to competing

claims in the South China Sea, while stressing that Phú

Quốc is internationally recognized as Vietnamese

territory.

Vietnam emphasized that the omission was

inconsistent with international law and regional

understanding. The Vietnamese delegation reported

the issue to the Vietnamese Embassy in Thailand

shortly after the ceremony. [Vnexpress, in Vietnamese]

Vietnam and Malaysia push deeper

cooperation, highlight ASEAN unity amid

regional tensions

(hn) Prime Minister Phạm Minh Chính and Malaysian

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim held a phone call on

December 12 to discuss bilateral relations and regional

and international issues. They welcomed the strong

progress of the Vietnam–Malaysia Comprehensive

Strategic Partnership and agreed to soon adopt a

2026–30 action plan, aiming to boost balanced bilateral

trade to USD 20 billion.

In another on October 12, Vietnamese and Malaysian

foreign ministers agreed to strengthen their

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership and to convene

the eighth joint commission meeting soon to adopt the

2026–2030 action plan. Malaysia reaffirmed its support

for Vietnam in developing the halal industry and

combating illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU)

fishing.
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Both sides welcomed recent progress in bilateral

relations and pledged to boost economic cooperation,

aiming to raise two-way trade to USD 20 billion,

expand cooperation in fisheries, and renew

agreements on agriculture, fisheries and food security.

Outstandingly, both calls also voiced concern over

Cambodia–Thailand tensions and reaffirmed

coordination within ASEAN to promote dialogue,

peace, and regional stability. [Vietnamnews1]

[Vietnamnews2]

Vietnam and the United Kingdom

collaborate on US 24.3 million project to

boost coastal resilience

(ln) Vietnam and the United Kingdom officially launch

the Climate and Ocean Adaptation and Sustainable

Transition (COAST) project to aid vulnerable coastal

communities affected by the threats of climate change

in coastal Vietnam. The project’s event launch

commemorated the countries’ combined efforts to

bolster the resilience of Vietnam’s coastal communities

and marine ecosystems against climate threats.

The COAST Vietnam project aims to last five years with

a budget of USD 24.3 million, around USD 23.4 million

is funded through the UK Government’s Blue Planet

Fund and USD 0.9 million is funded by the Vietnamese

government. With a growing collaborative relationship

between the two countries, the project is in line with

the UK-Vietnam Comprehensive Strategic Partnership,

which was signed in October 2025. The project’s

launching ceremony was attended by senior

representatives from Vietnam’s Ministry of Agriculture

and Environment, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the

British Embassy in Hanoi and more.

Vietnam has a coastline of 3,260 kilometers and an

Exclusive Economic Zone of 417,000 square kilometers

that provide livelihood, food security, and jobs for

much of the country. As climate change threats

become more impactful to the marine ecosystems and

coastal communities, the security and economic

growth that Vietnam’s ocean economy brings is

endangered by biodiversity loss, pollution and IUU

fishing. COAST, more specifically the COAST Facility, will

provide technical assistance, flexible grants and long-

term partnerships to enhance governance in coastal

regions and promote inclusive coastal stewardship and

sustainable livelihoods. The COAST Facility will operate

to achieve four strategic objectives; the program plans

to conserve, protect and develop fishery resources,

restore coastal and marine ecosystems and
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biodiversity, improve the climate resilience of coastal

and marine aquaculture, and promote the sustainable

livelihood transition for vulnerable coastal

communities. In addition, the program plans to aid in

strengthening management of the ocean economy and

policy implementation capacity at the national and

local levels specifically within the fishing industry and

biodiversity conservation. The COAST program

currently aims to provide further assistance to eight

provinces, namely An Giang, Cà Mau, Cần Thơ, Đà

Nẵng, Gia Lai, Hải Phòng, Khánh Hòa, and Quảng Ninh.

[Vietnamnews]

France boosts climate financing for

Vietnam under the Paris Agreement

(hn) France will provide EUR 1.5 billion in public

financing to Vietnam between 2020 and 2030 for

climate-related projects. French Ambassador Olivier

Brochet announced this on December 11 during an

event marking the 10th anniversary of the Paris

Agreement. Of the total amount, EUR 500 million will

go toward investments under the Just Energy

Transition Partnership (JETP).

France and the EU emphasize that, besides pledging

net-zero emissions by 2050, developed nations must

support developing countries in responding to climate

change. The French ambassador said he hopes

France’s commitment will encourage other developed

countries to increase their contributions. He also noted

that Vietnam should prioritize its energy transition,

especially renewable-energy storage and the power

grid—areas that struggle to attract private investment.

Vietnam has already approved JETP and has three

projects that have secured financing: strengthening the

Binh Duong power grid (USD 78 million), expanding the

Tri An hydropower plant (USD 93 million), and

developing the Bac Ai pumped-storage hydropower

plant (USD 557 million). Vietnam has now proposed 44

JETP-aligned projects requiring more than USD 10

billion. [Vnexpress, in Vietnamese]
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Upcoming online events

17 December 2025 @ 10:00 – 11:15 a.m. (GMT+7),

ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, Singapore

The Pramoedya Ananta Toer Centenary in

Indonesia: Its Political Cultural

Significance and Generational Change

This webinar will explore the centenary of Pramoedya

Ananta Toer, Indonesia’s most internationally

translated author, whose works have appeared in at

least 49 languages, with new editions recently released

in French and Chinese. Once banned and marginalized

for his association with pre-1965 left-wing movements,

Pramoedya’s novels—including the acclaimed Bumi

Manusia (This Earth of Mankind)—are now reaching

wide audiences and inspiring renewed public interest

in his literary and historical legacy. The discussion will

highlight the cultural, historical, and political

significance of these commemorations and their

relevance to Indonesia’s evolving national narrative.

For more information and registration, visit [ISEAS].

17 December 2025 @ 9:00 a.m. (GMT-5), Atlantic

Council, USA

European and US approaches to MENA:

Convergences and divergences

This webcast will feature a conversation with Julien

Barnes-Dacey, director of the Middle East and North

Africa Programme at the European Council on Foreign

Relations. The session will explore how European and

U.S. strategies toward the Middle East and North Africa

intersect and diverge amid shifting global power

dynamics, regional instability, and evolving security

challenges. For more information and registration,

please see [Atlantic Council].
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19 December 2025 @ 10:00 a.m. (GMT-5), Atlantic

Council, USA

Can Europe meet the geopolitical

moment?

This webcast will assessEurope’s geopolitical ambitions

in 2025 and opportunities for 2026. The discussion will

examine the outcomes of the EU’s year-end European

Council meeting, including topics such as support for

Ukraine, European defense and security, EU

competitiveness, enlargement, and relations with the

Middle East. Experts will analyze how Europe and the

EU have navigated their geopolitical goals this year and

explore prospects for transatlantic relations in the year

ahead. For more information and registration, please

see [Atlantic Council].

Recent Book Releases

Federico Manfredi Firmian, War in Syria and the

Middle East: A Political and Economic History,

University of Texas Press, 288 pages, published April 1,

2025. For a review, see [LSE].

Sanjaya Baru, Secession of the Successful: The Flight

Out of New India, published June 23, 2025. For a

review, see [LSE].

Calls

The Swiss Society for African Studies (SGAS/SSEA)

and the Association for African Studies in Germany

e.V. (VAD) invites paper proposals for their conference

“African Perspectives on Global Treansformations,”

scheduled for August 26-28, 2026. The deadline for

abstract submission is January 11, 2026. For more

information, see [African Perspectives].

The Oxford Programme in Asian Laws (OPAL) of the

University of Oxford and the Faculty of Law,

Thammasat University, invite paper proposals for the

3rd International Forum on Asian Laws: “Identity of

Asian Laws,” to be held on July 30-31 at Thammasat

University. The deadline for abstract submission is

January 15, 2026. For more information, see [University

of Oxford].

The Responsible AI Forum, to be held in Munich,

Germany, on May 19-20, 2026, invites paper proposals.
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The deadline for abstract submission is December 12,

2025. For more information, see [Ieai].

Decolonization Forum 2026, to be held on May 11-12,

2026, invites paper proposals under the theme

“Decolonizing Knowledge Production and

Circulation.” The deadline for abstract submission is

December 12, 2025. For more information, see

[Decolonization Forum].

Jobs and Positions

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

Project Coordinator. The deadline for application

submission is January 14, 2026. For more information,

see [FAO].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a Senior Coordinator – Governance and Policy

Support. The deadline for application submission is

December 23, 2025. For more information, see [FAO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a

Compliance and Risk Management Officer. The

deadline for application submission is December 30,

2025. For more information, see [WHO].

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) seeks a 2025

Research Analyst. The deadline for application

submission is December 31, 2025. For more

information, see [IMF].

The World Bank seeks an Operations Analyst. The

deadline for application submission is January 9, 2026.

For more information, see [World Bank].
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