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Dear Readers,

Welcome to this week’s issue of the Asia in Review (AiR)
with the latest events, developments and trends in
domestic politics, international relations and
geopolitics in East Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.

| wish you an informative read and extend special
greetings to everyone who celebrates Ukraine’s Unity
Day this week.

With best regards,

Henning Glaser

Editor in Chief

Webpage: www.cpg-online.de, Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/CPG
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China: Population shrinks for fourth
straight year, deepening long-term
economic concerns

(ms) China's population fell for a fourth consecutive
year in 2025, underscoring the scale of the country’s
demographic challenge and raising fresh concerns
about the long-term outlook for the world's second-
largest economy.

Data released on January 19 by the National Bureau of
Statistics showed that China's population declined by
3.39 million last year, leaving the total at about 1.405
billion. The drop was larger than in 2024, as deaths
continued to outnumber births despite years of policy
efforts aimed at reversing the trend. China recorded
7.92 million births in 2025, while 11.31 million people
died, pushing the birth rate to a record low of 5.63
births per 1,000 people.



The figures confirm that a brief rise in births in 2024
was an exception rather than a turning point.
Demographers say China has now crossed a threshold
where population decline is likely to accelerate, driven
by persistently low fertility, an aging society, and a
shrinking number of women of childbearing age.

The demographic shift poses growing economic risks.
A declining and aging population means a shrinking
workforce is increasingly responsible for supporting a
rapidly expanding elderly population, placing sustained
pressure on productivity, fiscal stability, and China’s
underfunded pension and healthcare systems. The
number of people aged 60 and above is projected to
reach around 400 million by 2035, reflecting one of the
fastest aging processes ever recorded in a large
economy.

These pressures are amplified by China’s historically
low statutory retirement age, which for decades
remained at 60 for men, 55 for women in office-based
jobs, and 50 for women in manual labor—among the
lowest in the world. This framework, introduced in the
early years of the People’s Republic, was designed for a
very different demographic structure, when life
expectancy was far shorter and the working-age
population was expanding.

In 2025, Beijing initiated its first adjustment to
retirement rules since the 1950s, marking a significant
policy shift. The reform introduced a gradual, phased
increase in retirement ages, with the government
aiming to raise them incrementally over the next 15
years. Under current plans, the official retirement age
is expected to reach 63 for men, 58 for women in office
jobs, and 55 for women in manual labor by around
2040. Authorities have emphasized that the changes
will be slow and flexible, allowing workers to retire
earlier or later within defined ranges.

Despite the reform, China's retirement age will remain
low by international standards for many years, limiting
its immediate impact on labor supply. Economists
warn that without faster adjustments, a shrinking
workforce combined with longer life expectancy will
strain pension funds, increase the tax burden on
younger workers, and complicate efforts to sustain
long-term economic growth.

Beijing has rolled out a wide range of measures to
encourage childbirth, including cash subsidies, housing
incentives, and campaigns promoting marriage and
family life. More recently, authorities raised taxes on
contraceptives, a move widely interpreted by the
public as another attempt to boost births. Analysts say
such measures have had limited impact, as high living



costs, job insecurity, and changing social attitudes
continue to discourage young people from having
children. [Mezha] [Reuters] [The New York Times]

China: Economy meets 2025 growth target
as momentum slows and structural
pressures persist

(ms) China’'s economy expanded in line with official
targets in 2025, but new data indicate a loss of
momentum toward the end of the year and highlight
structural challenges that continue to shape the
country’s medium-term outlook.

According to figures released on January 19 by the
National Bureau of Statistics, gross domestic product
(GDP) grew 5.0 percent in 2025, matching the
government's target of “around 5 percent” and broadly
in line with market expectations. Growth slowed in the
fourth quarter, however, with GDP expanding to 4.5
percent year-on-year, down from 4.8 percent in the
previous quarter and marking the slowest quarterly
pace in three years.

The deceleration reflected ongoing weakness in
domestic demand. Retail sales growth moderated to
0.9 percent in December, undershooting forecasts and
slowing from earlier months. Fixed asset investment
declined 3.8 percent in 2025, the first annual
contraction since the data series began in 1996. The
property sector remained a key source of weakness,
with property investment falling 17.2 percent over the
year amid a prolonged downturn that has weighed on
household balance sheets and confidence.

Weakness in the property market was also reflected in
housing price data. Official figures showed that new
home prices fell again in December, declining 0.4
percent month-on-month and 2.7 percent from a year
earlier, marking the steepest annual drop in five
months. Price declines were recorded in the vast
majority of the 70 cities surveyed, including across
major urban centers, while the secondary housing
market also remained under pressure. Economists say
persistently falling home prices continue to weigh on
household wealth and sentiment, reinforcing caution
among consumers and complicating efforts to revive
domestic demand despite repeated government
pledges to stabilize the sector.

Financial and monetary data point to limited
transmission of policy support into private-sector
demand. New bank lending totaled 16.27 trillion yuan
in 2025, the lowest level since 2018, according to
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People’s Bank of China data released on January 15,
reflecting weak borrowing appetite among households
and firms amid the property downturn and subdued
confidence. While lending improved toward year-end
— with December new loans reaching 910 billion yuan,
exceeding market expectations — analysts said the
overall credit environment remained soft. In response,
the central bank announced on January 19 a 25-basis-
point cut to interest rates on selected structural policy
tools and signaled that there remains scope for further
reductions in reserve requirement ratios and
benchmark rates in 2026, underscoring concerns that
existing measures have yet to generate a durable
recovery in credit demand.

Recent policy announcements suggest a tentative shift
toward more active demand support. On January 20,
the Ministry of Finance unveiled a package of loan
incentives aimed at boosting private investment and
consumption, including a 500 billion yuan loan
guarantee facility to encourage borrowing by private
firms. The two-year program is designed to support
spending on equipment, raw materials, and technology
upgrades. Authorities also announced interest
subsidies of up to 1.5 percentage points for small and
medium-sized enterprises, expanded support for loans
tied to technological innovation, and an extension of
consumer loan discounts through the end of 2026. The
measures underscore official concern that weak
consumption and investment could persist despite
meeting headline growth targets, and reflect a greater
willingness to use targeted fiscal and credit tools to
stabilize domestic demand in 2026.

By contrast, external demand provided support. China
recorded a record trade surplus of nearly USD 1.2
trillion in 2025, driven by strong exports to non-US
markets as manufacturers diversified their customer
base in response to trade frictions. Industrial output
grew 5.2 percent in December, suggesting continued
resilience in manufacturing activity. Analysts note that
export performance, aided in part by currency
dynamics, helped offset softer conditions at home.

The data point to an increasingly uneven growth
profile. Household consumption remains a relatively
small share of economic activity, accounting for less
than 40 percent of GDP, well below the global average.
Economists have long argued that subdued
consumption reflects slower income growth, elevated
precautionary savings, and gaps in social welfare
coverage.

Demographic trends add to longer-term constraints.
China’s population declined for a fourth consecutive
year in 2025, as deaths continued to outnumber births



(see article above). The population aged 60 and above
is projected to reach around 400 million by 2035,
raising concerns about labor supply and fiscal
pressures on pensions and healthcare. In response,
authorities began a gradual increase in the statutory
retirement age in 2025, the first adjustment since the
1950s, though retirement thresholds will remain low
by international standards for an extended period.

Policy responses to date have been measured. The
central bank has implemented targeted interest rate
cuts and signaled openness to further easing, while
government leaders have pledged a “proactive” fiscal
stance in 2026 and reiterated commitments to raise
the role of consumption in growth. However, no large-
scale stimulus has been announced, suggesting an
emphasis on maintaining stability while managing a
slower growth trajectory. [Bloomberg] [Channel News
Asia] [Reuters 1] [Reuters 2] [Reuters 3] [Xinhua]

China: Aluminum output hits record as
steel slumps

(ms) China’'s metals sector sent increasingly divergent
signals in 2025, as record aluminum output
underscored the pull of the energy transition while
steel production sank to its lowest level in years under
the weight of the property downturn.

Official data released on January 19 showed aluminum
production rose 2.4 percent in 2025 to a record 45.02
million metric tons, extending a decade-long expansion
and edging above the government’s long-standing 45
million-ton capacity cap. Output reached a new
monthly high in December, reflecting sustained
demand from renewable energy projects, power grid
upgrades and electric vehicle manufacturing, all of
which rely heavily on lightweight metals.

Steel, by contrast, moved in the opposite direction.
Crude steel output fell 4.4 percent last year to about
961 million tons, dropping below the 1 billion-ton mark
for the first time since 2019 and reaching its lowest
annual level since 2018. December production slid to a
two-year low as mills cut output amid weak
construction demand and seasonal maintenance.

The divergence highlights structural shifts in China's
economy. Aluminum demand has been buoyed by
Beijing's push to expand renewable energy capacity
and electrify transport, trends that have offset
concerns about oversupply and tighter environmental
controls in the power-intensive smelting sector. Steel
remains closely tied to construction and real estate,
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sectors still grappling with a prolonged property slump
that has weighed on investment and household
confidence.

Policy signals suggest these trends may persist. While
aluminum output has tested capacity limits, analysts
note enforcement has remained flexible, allowing
supply to respond to strong demand. In steel,
authorities have pledged to continue regulating output
and preventing illegal capacity additions from 2026 to
2030, even as producers turn to exports and higher-
value flat steel products to cushion falling domestic
demand.

Taken together, the data point to a metals sector
increasingly shaped by China's economic rebalancing,
with growth linked less to construction-led expansion
and more to industrial upgrading and the energy
transition. [Bloomberg] [Discovery Alert] [Reuters]

China: Hong Kong and Shenzhen push
deeper finance and Al integration to build
fintech hub

(mis) Hong Kong and Shenzhen plan to deepen
cooperation in finance and artificial intelligence as part
of a joint effort to develop a “world-class fintech hub”,
officials and industry executives said on the China
Conference organized by the South China Morning
Post on January 15 in Qianhai. The initiative positions
Hong Kong as an international financial
“superconnector” and Shenzhen as a technology
center, with both cities seeking tighter integration of
capital markets, fintech firms and Al-driven financial
services to strengthen the Greater Bay Area’s role in
China's innovation strategy.

Joseph Chan Ho-lim, Hong Kong's undersecretary for
financial services and the treasury, said Hong Kong
was working closely with Qianhai to promote cross-
border fintech integration, encourage Hong Kong
startups to set up mainland subsidiaries and help
Shenzhen technology firms access Hong Kong's capital
markets. Chan further explained that Hong Kong and
the mainland had begun mutually recognizing banking
professionals, with the first bridging program for dual
qualifications launched in the fourth quarter of 2025 in
cooperation with Hong Kong Polytechnic University.
The move is intended to ease cross-border hiring and
support more integrated financial services across the
two cities.

Artificial intelligence was highlighted as a key growth
driver. Xiao Ting, chairman and executive director of
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Bank of Communications (Hong Kong), confirmed that
the bank had made Al a priority lending area under
Beijing's “Al-plus” strategy. He said loans to technology
firms in Hong Kong grew at a three-digit rate in 2025
and that the bank recently helped arrange a USD 100
million loan for a leading Al company whose name was
not disclosed. [South China Morning Post]

China: Digital yuan platform jumps to USD
55 billion with acceleration of cross-
border usage

(mis) Transactions on a China-led digital currency
platform have surged past USD 55 billion, underlining
Beijing's push to build alternatives to dollar-based
payment systems and to expand the international role
of the digital yuan. The platform, known as mBridge,
has linked central banks in China, Hong Kong,
Thailand, the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia as
of now and has processed more than 4,000 cross-
border transactions. About 95 percent of the volume is
settled in China’s digital currency, the e-CNY.

The rapid growth marks a sharp turnaround from early
pilot stages in 2022 and highlights rising interest in
using central-bank digital currencies for trade and
financial settlement. Chinese authorities see the
system as a way to reduce reliance on existing
Western-dominated infrastructure, even as they avoid
presenting it as a direct challenge to the US dollar.

At home, the digital yuan is also gaining traction. Data
from the People’s Bank of China show more than 3.4
billion transactions worth around CNY 16.7 trillion
(USD 2.4 trillion) have been processed so far, an
increase of more than 800 percent since 2023. State
media have reported that the e-CNY will start paying
interest to users this year, a move aimed at boosting
everyday use and making the currency more attractive
than cash. [Reuters]

Analysts at the Atlantic Council say China is now
shifting from experimentation to expansion. For 2026,
they expect Beijing to focus on deeper integration of
the digital yuan into the banking system, wider use in
cross-border trade, particularly in energy and
commodities, and closer competition with dollar-based
stablecoins by offering features similar to bank
deposits. [Atlantic Council]
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China: Probes into Trip.com initiated after
anti-monopoly law tightened

(may) China has been stepping up its crackdowns on
monopolistic behavior, particularly manipulated
competition by major companies, alongside the
drafting of antitrust compliance guidelines dedicated
to online business platforms since late 2025. As part of
this campaign, the state market-regulating authority
launched an investigation on January 14, 2026, into
Trip.com, a Shanghai-based online travel agency, over
suspicions of abusing its dominant position in the
Online Travel Agency (OTA) market, based on prior
reviews in alignment with the state's Anti-Monopoly
Law, as briefly stated by the State Administration for
Market Regulation (SAMR).

While precise allegations have not been publicly
disclosed, the investigation is primarily motivated by
concerns over merchant appeal mechanisms, high
commission rates, and engineered unfair traffic
exposure, as accused by member businesses. These
allegations are not limited to Trip.com alone but have
been projected onto other major OTAs nationwide,
which are suspected of breaching operators’ rights and
disrupting fair competition within the market.

Trip.com has been under scrutiny from both small and
medium-sized enterprises and state regulators, as it
reportedly controls more than 50 percent of China's
domestic OTA market. As the country advances its
agenda of creating more space for entrepreneurial
growth and consumer-oriented measures, institutional
regulatory frameworks have been reassessed and
strengthened through the issuance of guidelines and
targeted enforcement actions against suspected
business entities.

According to Trip.com'’s official statement, the platform
has reaffirmed its commitment to cooperate fully with
the state market regulator throughout the
investigation, despite its share value reportedly
dropping slightly over 20%. Notably, the market
regulator had also probed food delivery platforms over
so-called “rat race” competition through anti-monopoly
measures one week prior to the Trip.com investigation.
[Reuters 1] [Reuters 2]

China: Coal-fired power output falls for
first time in a decade as renewables
expand


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-a/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-f/

(mis) China’s mostly coal-based power generation
declined in 2025 for the first time in ten years, due to a
speedy growth in renewable energies. Official data
showed thermal power output fell by 1 percent to 6.29
trillion kilowatt-hours, even as overall electricity
consumption climbed to a new record. The drop is
being seen as an early sign of structural change in
China's power sector as Beijing works toward its goal
of peaking carbon emissions by 2030.

The decline became more pronounced at the end of
2025. Thermal power generation in December was 3.2
percent lower than a year earlier, according to the
National Bureau of Statistics. At the same time,
hydropower output rose 2.8 percent over the full year
and nuclear generation increased 7.7 percent,
underlining the broader shift toward non-fossil
sources.

Despite the fall in coal-based generation, China's
appetite for electricity continued to surge. The National
Energy Administration said total power consumption
exceeded 10 trillion kilowatt-hours for the first time in
2025, up about 5% from the previous year. That level
was higher than the combined electricity use of the
European Union, Russia, India and Japan in 2024,
driven largely by fast-growing demand from data
centers, internet services and electric-vehicle
manufacturing.

Coal, however, remains deeply embedded in China's
energy system. While coal-fired generation dipped,
overall coal output still rose to a record high last year,
reflecting efforts to safeguard energy security and
stabilize prices during periods of peak demand.

Looking ahead, analysts expect the trend to continue.
S&P Global Energy forecasts that thermal power
generation will remain subdued in 2026 as renewable
capacity expands further and electricity demand
growth stays around 5 percent. [Reuters] [Economic
Times]

China: Warning of ‘honey trap’ espionage
risks after spying case

(ms) Chinese state security authorities have warned
that personnel in the defense and high-technology
sectors are increasingly vulnerable to so-called “honey
trap” espionage operations, citing a recent case in
which a mainland military industry employee was
convicted of spying after being recruited abroad.
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The warning was published this week by Baomiguan, a
WeChat account affiliated with China’s National
Administration of State Secrets Protection, and later
reported by state-linked and international media
outlets. The article described a case involving a project
manager surnamed Guo from a military industrial
enterprise who was sent overseas on official business.

According to the Baomiguan post, Guo was
approached during his trip by an individual posing as a
business representative through what authorities
described as deliberately arranged social encounters.
The article said Guo later entered into a sexual
relationship with a woman connected to a foreign
intelligence organization and was subsequently
threatened with exposure, leading him to cooperate
with the agency.

The state-linked account further claimed that Guo
assisted foreign operatives by providing internal
documents and by recruiting two colleagues—
identified only by the surnames Chen and Li—from the
same enterprise. Authorities said the materials shared
included several items classified as state secrets and
intelligence information.

Baomiguan reported that Guo was convicted of
espionage and sentenced to 10 years in prison, along
with the loss of political rights for three years, while
the two colleagues were also held criminally
responsible. No further details about the judicial
proceedings, including the court involved or the
identities of the foreign intelligence actors, were
disclosed.

The warning is part of a broader public counter-
espionage campaign by Beijing. In recent years, China's
Ministry of State Security has increasingly used social
media and official channels to caution government
officials, researchers, students, and business travelers
about alleged recruitment tactics used by foreign
intelligence agencies, including personal relationships,
financial incentives, and blackmail. [Global Times]
[South China Morning Post]

Japan: Prime Minister Takaichi announces
snap elections

(co) Japan’s Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi has
announced the dissolution of the House of
Representatives to consolidate her premiership and
shore up her coalition’s fragile majority by converting
strong public support into parliamentary power, only
three months after becoming the country's leader (see
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AIR No. 42, October/2025, 3). Speaking at a press
conference, she said she will dissolve the lower house
on January 23, with elections scheduled for February 8,
asking voters to judge whether she is fit to continue in
office.

Takaichi aims to secure a sole majority in the House of
Representatives to advance bolder policies more
smoothly. The ruling coalition of Takaichi's
conservative Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and the
center-right Japan Innovation Party (JIP) controls the
lower house by only a narrow margin, while it lacks a
majority in the House of Councillors, making
collaboration with opposition parties necessary to
secure approval of legislation and the national budget.

Opinion polls show that while the LDP remains broadly
unpopular, she enjoys approval ratings of 60-80
percent. [BBC]

At the core of her agenda is a move away from strict
fiscal restraint. Takaichi has pledged to end what she
calls “excessive austerity” while maintaining long-term
fiscal sustainability through clearer benchmarks to
reassure financial markets. Takaichi seeks voter
backing for higher public spending and tax cuts to
address the rising cost of living, a main voter concern.
She has pledged a two-year suspension of the 8
percent consumption tax on food, a move estimated to
cut annual revenue by about JPY 5 trillion (USD 31.6
billion) which has already pushed 10-year government
bond yields to a 27-year high.

The government won't issue debt to fund the
suspension, she assured, adding that financing
includes an overhaul of existing subsidies. According to
analysts, a permanent cut would add strain to Japan's
already shaky finances and increase the risk of a bond
selloff as investors focus on Takaichi's expansionary
fiscal policy. [CNBC] [Kyodo News]

Takaichi also plans a new security strategy, including
an accelerated military buildup, pressing ahead with
raising defense spending to 2 percent of GDP amid
rising tensions with China. [Reuters 1]

Her ruling bloc now faces a challenge from the newly
formed Centrist Reform Alliance, which unites the main
opposition forces and could complicate efforts by the
LDP-JIP coalition to retain its lower-house majority (see
article below. [BBC]

Furthermore, analysts warn the snap election risks a
political vacuum, leading to delays of flagship policies,
including inflation relief measures, that could hurt her
popularity. [The Mainichi 1]
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Government bans ministerial fundraisers ahead of
election

In a related development, the government has
imposed a complete ban on political fundraising by
ministers, tightening the ministerial code of conduct
ahead of the snap election. The revised rules prohibit
ministers from holding fundraisers of any scale,
replacing earlier guidelines that only discouraged large
events without clear limits. The stricter code applies to
Cabinet ministers as well as senior and parliamentary
vice ministers.

Chief Cabinet Secretary Minoru Kihara said the move is
intended to reinforce political integrity and restore
public trust.

His remark comes as the LDP remains under pressure
from a fundraising scandal involving unreported
income and alleged slush funds uncovered in late
2023. The measure signals an attempt to contain
reputational damage. [The Mainichi 2]

Main opposition parties merge ahead of snap election

Ahead of Takaichi's announcement, Japan’s main
opposition, center-left Constitutional Democratic Party
of Japan (CDPJ) and the Komeito party on January 15
announced plans to form a new centrist party, named
Centrist Reform Alliance, seeking to unite against what
they describe as an increasingly right-leaning ruling
camp.

Komeito—a centrist, moderate political party in Japan,
best known for its close ties to the Buddhist lay
organization Soka Gakkai—ended its 26-year alliance
with the LDP last October following Takaichi's election
as LDP leader over dissatisfaction with the handling of
a political funding scandal that implicated a number of
LDP lawmakers and officials, paving the way for the
formation of the LDP-JIP coalition.

The new party will initially be jointly led by CDPJ head
Yoshihiko Noda and Komeito leader Tetsuo Saito, with
Lower House lawmakers from both parties expected to
defect and calls extended to other opposition figures.
[Reuters 2]

Positioning itself as a moderate alternative to what it
calls divisive politics, the new party pledges to prioritize
households hit by inflation, pursue sustainable growth,
reform social security, and overhaul political and
electoral systems under a “citizens first” approach.

On security, the alliance seeks to bridge long-standing
differences by recognizing the use of the Self-Defense
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Forces in situations that threaten Japan'’s sovereignty
as constitutional, easing a key obstacle between its
core components. On energy, it aims to reduce
reliance on nuclear power over time while permitting
reactor restarts under strict conditions. Economically,
it proposes a permanent zero consumption tax on
food to relieve cost-of-living pressures.

With a combined 172 seats in the 466-member Lower
House, the new party hopes to reshape electoral
dynamics by redirecting Komeito's disciplined voter
base away from ruling-party candidates in competitive
districts.

A sense of unease is spreading within the LDP, as
hopes that cooperation with Komeito might continue
at the local level have now collapsed, raising fears of
significant vote losses for the LDP in competitive
districts. Simulations cited by Japanese media suggest
that the loss of Komeito's support base could flip
dozens of single-seat constituencies, even under
Takaichi's relatively high approval ratings.

While government aides have publicly downplayed the
threat, many in the LDP privately acknowledge that
losing Komeito's predictable voter bloc could force a
fundamental rethink of the party’s electoral strategy.
[The Mainichi 3] [The Mainichi 4]

Japan: Former Prime Minister Yoshihide
Suga exits politics

(dqgl) Former Japanese Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga
has announced he will step down from politics and not
seek reelection as lawmaker, citing his age and the
need to hand leadership to a younger generation, as
Japan prepares for a likely snap general election.

A key ally of the late former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe,
77-year old Suga was a central figure in the Abe
administration, serving a record-long tenure as chief
cabinet secretary before briefly succeeding Abe as
prime minister in 2020. Rising from modest rural
origins, he built a reputation as a disciplined political
operator capable of implementing policy, though often
criticized for a forceful governing style. [Kyodo News]

Mongolia: Government warns against
price manipulation, advances revised civil
aviation law
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(fs) The government has issued warnings to businesses
against price gouging, artificial shortages, and
violations of consumer rights, while also approving the
submission of a revised Civil Aviation Law to
parliament.

Deputy Prime Minister Togmidyn Dorjkhand briefed
the Cabinet on the enforcement of competition
legislation and the activities of the Anti-Monopoly
Agency. Since the beginning of the year, a dedicated
working group has been monitoring the trade, pricing,
and operations of companies involved in staple food
products, with a focus on prevention, guidance, and
inspections.

Within this framework, official recommendations were
delivered to food retailers, markets, shopping centers,
and producers, urging strict compliance with
competition laws and cautioning against practices that
restrict competition, inflate prices, create artificial
shortages, or infringe consumer rights across
production, supply, wholesale, and retail chains.

In a separate decision, the Cabinet endorsed a revised
draft of the Civil Aviation Law for submission to the
parliament. The draft clarifies the respective mandates
and responsibilities of parliament, the government, the
central administrative body responsible for defense,
military aviation authorities, civil aviation operators,
and state aircraft-owning entities.

The government said the revised law would not require
additional state budget funding and would improve
regulatory effectiveness, clarify oversight and
accountability, strengthen the legal environment for
state aviation operations, and eliminate overlaps, gaps,
and inconsistencies in existing legislation, alongside
related implementing regulations. [iToim, in
Mongolian]

Mongolia: Investor protection center
opened

(fs) The Mongolian government has established the
Investor Protection Center under the Ministry of
Economy and Development as part of its policy to
improve the investment environment and protect the
lawful interests of domestic and foreign investors. The
center was officially opened on January 12.

The Investor protection center will provide one-stop
legal and regulatory information, enhance
transparency, and help resolve investor complaints
before they reach the courts. It will also relay investors'
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concerns to policymakers, support public-private
dialogue, and contribute to a more business-friendly
investment environment. [Montsame]

Mongolia: USD 100 million program
launched to strengthen disaster resilience

(fs) A leadership meeting of the National Emergency
Management Agency (NEMA) was held to set priorities
and operational directions for 2026.

During the meeting, the government of Mongolia
decided to implement the Strengthening Disaster
Resilience in Mongolia project as part of efforts to
enhance national and disaster resilience. It is based on
a Framework Financing Program with the Asian
Development Bank that was signed at the beginning of
November 2025 (see AiR No. 45, November/2025, 2).

Under the program, a USD 100 million project will
expand vehicles, machinery, and equipment for search
and rescue and emergency recovery operations, while
also improving disaster preparedness and response
capacities at local government and community levels.
[Montsame]

North Korea: Kim Jong-un purges Vice
Premier in rare public rebuke of officials

(co) North Korean leader Kim Jong-un abruptly
dismissed Vice Premier Yang Sung Ho during the
opening of a major industrial machinery complex,
denouncing him and other senior officials as
“irresponsible, rude and incompetent,” state media
reported on January 20. [Korean Central News Agency]

Kim blamed persistent “defeatism and passiveness”
within the bureaucracy, likening Yang's appointment to
“hitching a cart to a goat,” and called for a rapid
overhaul of the country’'s outdated economy.

The unusually public reprimand is seen by analysts as
reflecting growing pressure on officials to deliver
economic results as North Korea struggles with chronic
inefficiency under heavy international sanctions. They
also note that Kim's use of public accountability as a
shock tactic comes as Pyongyang is preparing to
convene its ruling party's first congress in five years,
which analysts expect to take place in the coming
weeks. The meeting is anticipated to focus heavily on
economic strategy alongside defense and military
priorities.[France24] [The Korea Herald]
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North Korea: Display of Anti-Seoul
propaganda at youth indoctrination
facility

(co) North Korean state media released photos
showing banners at a major indoctrination center in
Pyongyang branding South Korea the country's “No. 1
hostile nation,” underscoring intensified hostility
toward Seoul. The images, published by state-run
Korean Central News Agency, showed soldiers and
civilians touring the Central Class Education House
amid events marking the 80th anniversary of the
Socialist Patriotic Youth League, North Korea’'s main
youth organization. [The Korea Herald]

The displays align with North Korean leader Kim Jong-
un'’s push to frame inter-Korean relations as those
between “two hostile states” and to institutionalize
anti-South education.

South Korea: Former President Yoon
sentenced to five years in prison over
martial law case

(co/dgl) Marking a momentous chapter in South
Korea's democratic history, on January 16, the Seoul
Central District Court sentenced former President
Yoon Suk-yeol to five years in prison, marking the first
criminal judgment linked to his December 2024
declaration of martial law.

The court found that Yoon unlawfully ordered the
Presidential Security Service to block investigators
from executing an arrest warrant and violated
constitutional procedures by excluding most cabinet
members from emergency deliberations. [The Korea
Times]

Yoon's legal team condemned the verdict as politically
motivated and confirmed that he will appeal.

The ruling stems from Yoon's short-lived imposition of
martial law, which parliament quickly overturned (see
AiR No. 50, December/2024, 2), and from his
subsequent efforts to resist investigation. He was
impeached in April 2025 (see AiR No. 14, April/2025, 2)
and detained multiple times as the legal process
unfolded. [Jurist News]

The ruling is expected to set an important precedent,
as the former president remains embroiled in
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extensive legal proceedings, facing eight separate trials
covering allegations ranging from corruption involving
his wife to responsibility for a Marine’s death in 2023.

The most consequential case—stemming from the
martial law declaration and accusing Yoon of
orchestrating an insurrection—is still pending, with
special prosecutors seeking the death penalty and a
verdict expected on 19 February 2026. [Grand Pinnacle
Tribune] [BBC]

The ruling Democratic Party (DP) backed the requested
sentence, arguing with democratic resilience and
constitutional order. The main opposition People
Power Party (PPP) issued no official response, noting
that Yoon is no longer a party member. Some PPP
lawmakers, however, said the proposed punishment
was excessive. [KBS World] [The Korea Herald 1]

If imposed, it would mark the second death sentence
for insurrection handed down to a former South
Korean president, following the 1996 ruling against
Chun Doo-hwan that was later commuted. Seven high-
ranking former officials of the military and police face
similar charges for their alleged part in the martial law
imposition.

South Korea is considered a de facto death penalty
abolitionist, with the last execution in 1997, making a
potential execution of Yoon extremely unlikely.

Assembly passes bill to launch additional special counsel
probes into martial law, former First Lady

Further adding pressure on Yoon, the National
Assembly on January 16 passed a bill to launch
additional special counsel investigations into Yoon's
martial law declaration and into his wife, Kim Keon
Hee, reopening probes that ended late last year. The
bill cleared after the DP moved to end opposition
filibusters, with 172 of 174 lawmakers present voting in
favor, while the PPP boycotted the vote.

The expanded probe will cover insurrection-related
charges, alleged foreign collusion and election
interference, suspected improper influence over state
projects and investigations, and may run for up to 170
days with a large investigative team. Conservative
opposition parties denounced the move as politically
motivated, while the ruling party defended it as
necessary to restore constitutional order ahead of the
June local elections. [The Korea Herald 2]

PPP leader Jang continues hunger strike over special
counsel dispute
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In response, Jang Dong-hyeok, chair of the PPP,
continued his hunger strike for a fifth day, rejecting the
ruling-party-backed special counsel bill targeting
former President Yoon and his wife while demanding a
broader probe that also covers alleged ties between
the DP nd the Unification Church.

Jang said he was risking his life to appeal directly to the
public, as the PPP argues the proposed investigations
would unfairly burden the opposition ahead of the
June local elections. Ruling party figures dismissed the
protest as performative and inward-looking, saying it
reflects internal strains within the PPP rather than a
constructive response to the special counsel debate.
[The Korea Herald 3]

Seoul High Court to set up two trial divisions handling
insurrection cases

Meanwhile, the Seoul High Court announced it will
establish two trial divisions next month dedicated to
handling insurrection-related cases, including that of
Yoon, following the passage of a new law by the
National Assembly.

The divisions will begin operating on February 23 after
a scheduled judicial reshuffle, with the appellate trial of
Yoon's martial law case expected to be assigned to one
of the new panels. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Postponement of former
main opposition party chief's expulsion
widens internal rift

(co) The main opposition People Power Party (PPP) has
slid further into internal turmoil after its leadership
moved on January 15 to delay a final decision on
expelling former party leader Han Dong-hoon, despite
an ethics committee vote earlier the same day to
revoke his party membership. The committee cited
alleged misconduct on internal party online forums,
including posts critical of former President Yoon Suk
Yeol and the party leadership, as well as actions it said
had created confusion over the interpretation of party
bylaws.

PPP leader Jang Dong-hyeok said the supreme council
would postpone formal confirmation of the decision to
allow Han an opportunity to request a review, a step
critics say highlights indecision and a lack of strategic
clarity ahead of upcoming June local elections.

The delay came just hours after a special prosecutor
sought the death penalty for former President Yoon
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Suk Yeol on charges of insurrection, compounding the
sense of disarray within the party as Han—once a close
ally of Yoon before breaking with him following the
declaration of martial law—now faces expulsion. [BBC]

Han has dismissed the accusations as “fabricated,”
urged party members to preserve unity, and indicated
in response to reporters’ questions that he is weighing
legal options to block the disciplinary action. [The
Korea Herald] [The Korea Times]

South Korea: Former Democratic Party
floor leader Kim Byung-kee leaves party

(co) Former floor leader of the Democratic Party Kim
Byung-kee voluntarily applied to leave the party,
choosing not to seek a review of the internal ethics
committee’s decision to expel him.

Kim and his spouse are under investigation over
bribery allegations and multiple corruption-related
offenses, with police imposing a travel ban and
carrying out search-and-seizure operations at his
home and offices last week.

Investigators suspect Kim received KRW 30 million
(USD 20,000) in illegal political funds from two Dongjak
Ward Council members in 2020, alongside allegations
involving luxury accommodation benefits, improper
use of the Dongjak Ward Council's credit card by his
spouse, and undue influence over his sons' university
transfers and employment.

He continues to deny the allegations, pledging "full
cooperation with related investigations to prove (his)
innocence.” [The Korea Herald]

Kim, who stepped down as the ruling party's floor
leader last month (see AiR No. 52, December/2025, 5),
is expected to be summoned for further questioning
by the police. [The Korea Herald] [The Chosun Daily]

Seoul councilor questioned again over alleged election
bribery

In a separate case, Kim Kyung, a Seoul city councilor,
who left the ruling Democratic Party (DP) last
September, appeared before police on January 15 for a
second round of questioning over accusations of
handing KRW 100 million (USD 68 000) to a former DP
lawmaker to receive a councilorship nomination ahead
of the June 2022 election.
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Kim admitted the bribery in a written statement while
being in the United States earlier this month, but is
suspected of destruction of digital evidence, as
investigators found deleted Telegram records and
wiped devices, raising the question whether she tried
to hide other wrongdoings. [The Chosun Daily] [The
Korea Herald]

South Korea: President Lee urges
bipartisan cooperation as main
opposition skips talks

(co) President Lee Jae Myung on January 16 hosted a
luncheon with leaders of political parties at the
presidential office Cheong Wa Dae, urging cooperation
on national interest, foreign policy and security.

Present were representatives of the ruling Democratic
Party of Korea, the left-wing minor parties Rebuilding
Korea Party, Progressive Party Basic Income Party and
Social Democratic Party, and of the right-wing minor
Reform Party, while the main opposition People Power
Party opted not to attend the meeting.

Lee stressed the need to rise above partisan divisions
amid external uncertainties, as discussions also
touched on economic rebalancing and pressing
livelihood issues. [The Korea Herald]

South Korea: Government unveils
megacity plan

(co) The Lee Jae Myung administration announced
plans to create two new megacities in the South
Chungcheong and South Jeolla regions, pledging up to
KRW 20 trillion (USD 13.5 billion) in state support for
each over four years to accelerate regional mergers
and counter population decline.

Prime Minister Kim Min-seok said the funding would
grant the merged regions broad fiscal autonomy,
incentives and accountability, including special
metropolitan status equivalent to Seoul.

The initiative follows proposals backed by President
Lee to merge the city of Daejeon with South
Chungcheong Province and the city of Gwangju with
South Jeolla Province ahead of the June local elections,
drawing criticism that the timetable is politically driven.
[Yonhap News Agency] [The Korea Herald]
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The initiative is part of the government’s broader push
to promote regional development and counter
population decline through administrative
restructuring.

South Korea: Youth employment rate falls
for first time in five years

(co) Youth employment weakened in 2025, with the
employment rate for people in their 20s falling for the
first time in five years, signaling renewed stress in the
labor market beyond demographic decline. The rate
dropped to 60.2 percent, while the number of
employed young people fell by 170,000, marking a
third consecutive annual decline and an accelerating
trend.

Although a shrinking population in this age group
remains a key factor, employment has decreased
faster than the population itself, indicating softer hiring
conditions. Analysts also note a shift in behavior, with
more young people delaying entry into the workforce
until their 30s in search of better opportunities.

At the same time, jobs at large conglomerates
increased slightly, but rising job retention rates point
to reduced labor mobility. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Advisory panel urges Joint
Operations Command

(co) A special military reform advisory committee
tasked with reforming the military has recommended
establishing a joint operations command to unify
South Korea's command structure as Seoul pursues a
conditions-based transfer of wartime operational
control (OPCON) from Washington within President
Lee Jae Myung's term ending in 2030.

The panel also called for transferring operational
authority from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the new
command, while refocusing it on strategy and force
development, alongside reforms such as redefining the
Strategic Command, launching a space command and
scrapping the Drone Operations Command due to
overlap.

To bolster deterrence against North Korea, the
committee also urged early deployment of key missile
and satellite assets and a sustained annual increase of
about 10 percent in defense R&D spending for
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advanced technologies including Al, semiconductors
and robotics. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea has not exercised wartime OPCON of its
forces since the Korean War began in 1950, when
authority was transferred to the United Nations
Command and later to the ROK/US Combined Forces
Command (CFC) led by a U.S. four-star general. In
1994, Seoul regained the peacetime OPCON of its
military. However, wartime command authority
continues to reside with the United States under the
current CFC structure. The transfer of wartime
operational control is a national security priority of
President Lee Jae Myung's administration.

South Korea: Defense ministry finds ex-
counterintelligence chief's drone
operations meet treason threshold

(co) A defense ministry disciplinary panel concluded
that former counterintelligence chief Yeo In-hyeong's
actions ahead of the former President Yoon Suk-yeol's
martial law declaration in December 2024 meet the
threshold for treason-related charges. The panel found
he conspired with Yoon and then-Defense Minister
Kim Yong-hyun to conduct covert drone infiltration and
leaflet operations into North Korea.

The panel said the operations, carried out without
notifying frontline units or allies and designed to
provoke a North Korean response, posed serious risks
to national security and formed part of a plan to justify
the imposition of martial law. [The Korea Herald]

Conservative pastor arrested over alleged role in pro-Yoon
courthouse riot

Meanwhile, Jeon Kwang-hoon, a conservative activist
pastor, was arrested on January 13 after a court issued
a warrant citing flight and evidence-tampering risks
over his alleged role in last year's violent courthouse
riot by supporters of former President Yoon.
Prosecutors accuse Jeon of inciting the January 19
violence following the court's decision to extend Yoon's
detention, allegations he has denied. [Yonhap News
Agency]

His request to reassess the appropriateness of his
detention was dismissed by the court on January 15.
[The Chosun Daily]
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South Korea: Civilians sending drones into
North Korea worked under Yoon
administration

(co) Two civilians suspected of involvement in flying
drones into North Korea were found to have previously
worked at the presidential office under the former
Yoon Suk Yeol administration, authorities said. One
suspect, believed to have manufactured the drone,
previously served as a news monitoring staffer, while
the other has publicly claimed he piloted the drone
and denies any political motive.

Investigators are examining whether the incident was
intended to provoke Pyongyang, amid broader
allegations that similar actions were previously
considered to justify the declaration of martial law. A
joint military-police task force is probing the suspects'
motives, possible coordination and any external
involvement. [The Korea Herald]

North Korean officials, including the influential sister of
leader Kim Jong-un, sharply denounced the drone
intrusions in September last year and January 4 as an
infringement on its sovereignty, demanding an
apology. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Military deploys Hyunmoo-5
missile to bolster deterrence against
North

(co) South Korea has begun deploying the high-power
Hyunmoo-5 ballistic missile, as Defense Minister Ahn
Gyu-back called for a “balance of terror” to counter
North Korea’s nuclear threat. The surface-to-surface
missile, designed to destroy underground bunkers, is
central to Seoul’s strategy of strengthening
conventional strike capabilities amid looming nuclear
risks from Pyongyang.

Deployment began late last year and is expected to be
completed during the term of President Lee Jae Myung,
which runs through June 2030. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: USD 1.3 billion project for
electronic warfare aircraft launched

(co) South Korea has launched a KRW 1.9 trillion (USD
1.29 billion) program to develop large electronic
warfare aircraft capable of jamming enemy air defense
and command networks, with deployment targeted for
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2034. The project, named Block-I and discussed with
defense firm LIG Nex1, is intended to enhance the
survivability of aerial assets and joint-operation
interoperability, with plans already in place to pursue a
more advanced Block-Il system. [Yonhap News Agency]

Taiwan: Legislature holds hearings on
impeachment of President Lai

(acl) On January 14 and 15, the opposition-dominated
Legislative Yuan, Taiwan'’s parliament, held public
hearings to discuss the possible impeachment of
President Lai Ching-te, with invited legal experts
presenting views from both the ruling and opposition
parties.

The entire parliament as a committee is scheduled to
hold formal review meetings on January 21 and 22,
during which the lead sponsors will outline the
grounds for impeachment and President Lai will be
invited to deliver a statement followed by questioning
from lawmakers. A second review meeting is
scheduled for May 13 and 14, after which a final vote is
scheduled for May 19.

his comes after lawmakers from the two opposition
parties, the Kuomintang (KMT) and the Taiwan People’s
Party (TPP), in December leveraged their combined
majority in parliament to approve the impeachment
motion by a 60-51 vote. They accuse Lai of violating
constitutional principles after he refused to
promulgate a revenue-sharing bill that his
administration said would undermine fiscal stability.
The KMT-TPP-backed bill would increase tax revenue
allocations to local governments at the expense of the
central government (see AiR No. 52, December/2025,
5).

The ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)
criticized that the impeachment case is “without legal
basis” and is intended to force the president to submit
to “unconstitutional questioning” by the legislature, ie.,
forcing Lai to explain or defend a policy decision
before lawmakers, effectively treating him like an
executive official subject to legislative interpellation. In
their view, this would blur the separation of powers
and set a precedent that allows the legislature to
pressure the president outside the constitutional
framework. DPP lawmakers and other critics urged the
opposition to focus instead on passing the national
budget and defense-related legislation.

On the other side, KMT lawmakers argued that Premier
Cho Jung-tai's refusal to countersign a fiscal planning
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bill in December- with Lai's support-constituted
serious misconduct that “damages the separation of
powers,” and therefore warrants impeachment. They
added that Lai and Cho had also violated the rule of
law by obstructing legislation that had passed a third
reading.

Legal experts and scholars invited to the hearings
presented sharply divided views, with some arguing
that Lai had violated the Constitution and should be
impeached, while others noted that impeachment
requires the support of two-thirds of lawmakers and
that, under the current legislative seat distribution, the
opposition does not meet that threshold. [Focus
Taiwan][Taipei Times][Taiwan News][TVBS News]

Taiwan: Legislature partially unblocks
2026 budget amid political standoff

(yl) Taiwan's opposition-controlled Legislature voted to
decouple NTD 71.8 billion (USD2.27 billion), or 2.4
percent of the stalled 2026 central government budget,
for expedited review, while the broader NTD 3.03
trillion (USD 96 billion) budget remains blocked.

The move, led by the two opposition parties, the
Kuomintang (KMT) and Taiwan People’s Party (TPP),
fast-tracks funding for selected public welfare and
infrastructure programs, including the TPass
commuter subsidy, childbirth benefits, road
construction, flood control, and medical supply
stockpiling.

Legislative Speaker Han Kuo-yu of the KMT will
convene closed-door negotiations on the unbundled
items, which bypass committee review.

The ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)
criticized the vote as procedurally opaque and
politically motivated, warning that selectively releasing
funds undermines budget coherence and governance.
The Cabinet reiterated that many opposition-backed
spending demands, such as pension increases and pay
raises, remain constitutionally disputed, as the budget
deadlock continues to reflect deep executive-legislative
tensions over fiscal authority and procedure. [Focus
Taiwan]

Opposition party to propose revised special defense
budget

In a related move, the TPP announced it will submit a
revised version of the government’s proposed NTD
1.25 trillion (USD 40 billion) special defense budget
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after weeks of blocking the Cabinet’s bill in the
Legislature. Party chair Huang Kuo-chang said the
proposal would follow a closed-door briefing by the
Ministry of National Defense, arguing that lawmakers
cannot review a debt-financed special budget without
clear spending details.

Huang added that he conveyed the party’s concerns
during meetings with U.S. officials in Washington,
adding that Taiwan's Legislature must retain oversight
autonomy regardless of external views.

The TPP has coordinated with the main opposition
party, the Kuomintang (KMT), to block review of the
Cabinet-backed bill multiple times, insisting that
strengthening defense remains necessary, but that
spending must be transparent and justified. The party
said it would determine the scale and structure of its
alternative proposal after receiving further information
from defense authorities. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Opposition demands legislative
scrutiny of trade deal with U.S.

(yl) Taiwan's main opposition party, the Kuomintang
(KMT), has urged the administration to present all
Taiwan-U.S. trade accords, memoranda of
understanding, and associated undertakings to the
Legislative Yuan. Taiwan's parliament, for scrutiny. The
demand follows the announcement of a tariff
arrangement under which U.S. import duties on
Taiwanese products would be reduced to 15 percent,
alongside a commitment by Taiwanese companies to
invest at least USD 250 billion in the United States (see
article in this edition).

KMT legislators contended that the talks were
conducted with insufficient openness and said the
executive branch did not properly inform the
Legislature, despite obligations set out in the
Conclusion of Treaties Act.

Opposition lawmakers also questioned whether the
concessions made by Taiwan were proportionate to
the outcome, pointing out that the agreed tariff rate
simply brings Taiwan in line with other key U.S.
partners, including Japan and South Korea.

Both the KMT and the Taiwan People’s Party (TPP)
warned that substantial investments in
semiconductors and energy projects in the United
States, as well as proposed credit guarantees, risk
weakening Taiwan's domestic industrial base and
increasing fiscal pressure. In response, the
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government countered that the relevant agreements
would be submitted to the Legislature for review in line
with statutory requirements once they are formally
concluded. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: TPP announces election platform,
joint agenda with KMT largely drafted

(acl) On January 18, the opposition Taiwan People’s
Party (TPP) unveiled its policy platform for the 2026
local elections, emphasizing four key visions: social
stability, supporting livelihoods, healthcare, and
industrial development.

TPP Chair Huang Kuo-chang presented 36 proposals
organized around nine key initiatives, including
housing, transportation, support for the elderly,
education, healthcare, mental and physical well-being,
low-carbon development, industrial upgrading, and
social inclusion. Huang said that once stalled
amendments to the Revenue and Expenditure Act are
implemented, the party aims to create a mechanism to
monitor how tax revenues are spent by local and
central governments, ensuring municipalities receive
adequate funding for infrastructure and social
programs.

Huang added that a joint policy agenda with the
Kuomintang (KMT) has largely been drafted and will be
finalized after the KMT completes its internal candidate
nominations, with the opposition alliance set to
continue. [Focus Taiwan] [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Defense ministry reveals details
of special military budget

(dqgl) The defense ministry of National Defense has
disclosed details of the NTD 1.25 trillion (USD 39.61
billion) special defense budget—currently blocked by
the opposition in the parliament (see article in this
edition)—, outlining how the funds would be allocated
to counter rising military pressure from China. The
plan emphasizes three priorities: creating an
integrated “Taiwan Shield,” applying Al and advanced
technologies to shorten response and strike timelines,
and expanding domestic defense manufacturing while
reducing dependence on Chinese supply chains.

The proposed allocations span seven weapons
categories, including long-range strike and precision
artillery systems, air defense and anti-armor missiles,
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Al-enabled command and intelligence networks,
sustained combat support, and large-scale unmanned
capabilities—such as approximately 200,000 drones
and more than 1,000 unmanned surface vessels.

Several US-linked and jointly developed systems have
already entered the US congressional notification
process. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Armed Forces advance defense
modernization on multiple fronts

(dgl/yl) Taiwan has rolled out a series of military
measures—from reinforcing the capital’s air and anti-
armor defenses and restructuring ground forces to
testing new domestically developed armored vehicles
—highlighting a broad push to strengthen readiness
and deterrence amid a more challenging security
environment.

Military police unit in Taipei equipped with Stinger and
Javelin missiles

Taiwan has established a new air-defense company
under the Military Police Command, equipping it with
U.S.-made FIM-92 Stinger shoulder-fired missiles and
Javelin anti-tank systems to strengthen the defense of
the capital.

The unit, part of the 228 Artillery Battalion stationed in
Taipei's Shilin District, is intended to enhance short-
range air defense and counter-assault capabilities
amid rising military threats. Military police in Taiwan
form a separate service branch responsible for
protecting national leaders, guarding critical facilities,
and conducting counter-infiltration and counter-
sabotage operations.

Defense analysts said the deployment of Stingers and
Javelins would significantly improve Taipei's ability to
counter aerial threats, fast-boat incursions, and
potential decapitation operations, bringing the capital's
defense posture closer to practices used by the United
States and South Korea. [Focus Taiwan] [Taiwan News
11

Army restructures brigades into combined arms units

Meanwhile, the Army has reorganized its armored and
mechanized infantry brigades into combined arms
brigades as part of broader force modernization
efforts aimed at improving defensive combat
effectiveness. The restructuring, implemented this
month, is intended to increase flexibility, enable faster
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responses to crises, and support independent combat
operations, while retaining existing unit designations
and deployments across northern, western, and
southern Taiwan.

Alongside the reorganization, the Army has enhanced
training and strike capabilities by opening a new
artillery training base in Tainan equipped with systems
such as HIMARS and the Land Sword missile. It is also
considering expanding and upgrading its Black Hawk
helicopter fleet to carry precision-guided weapons,
further strengthening its firepower and rapid response
capacity. [Taiwan News 2]

Army tests indigenous armored vehicle

Furthermore, the military is nearing completion of
operational testing for its domestically developed D3
armored vehicle prototype, known as the “Cheetah,”
with results expected by the end of June. If successful,
the program could be incorporated into the Ministry of
National Defense’s 2027 budget, paving the way for
mass production.

The Army is expected to initially procure 178 vehicles,
with the possibility of expanding the order to up to
350, while additional variants are under consideration.
The Cheetah would first be deployed to Kinmen to
replace ageing M41D light tanks. Featuring a newly
designed second-generation hull, the vehicle has a
lower profile, increased ammunition capacity, and is
equipped with a 105mm main gun, multiple machine
guns, smoke launchers, and modern remote weapon
systems. [Taiwan News 3]

Taiwan: PLA drone briefly enters airspace
over Dongsha Island

(yl) Taiwan's Ministry of National Defense (MND)
reported that a Chinese People's Liberation Army
surveillance drone briefly entered the airspace over
Taiwan-controlled Dongsha Island on January 17.
According to the MND, the drone entered Dongsha's
territorial airspace and left after Taiwan broadcast a
warning via an international channel. The ministry
condemned the incident as “highly provocative and
irresponsible,” saying it undermines regional stability
and violates international norms. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Journalist, military personnel
detained over alleged leaks to China
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(acl/dgl) On January 17, a TV journalist and five current
and former members of the armed forces were
detained following a court order placing them in
incommunicado detention in connection with an
alleged intelligence-leak operation. Prosecutors accuse
CTiTV reporter Lin Chen-yu of acting as an
intermediary for China by bribing military personnel to
obtain sensitive information that was passed to
individuals described as being from China. CTiTV is is a
Taiwanese cable television news broadcaster, known
for a pro-Kuomintang (KMT) and China-friendly
editorial line.

The five service members, ranging in rank from private
to sergeant major, served in Army, Marine Corps, and
Air Force units, including those linked to Taiwan’s
military academy and the Air Force Air Defense and
Missile Command. Authorities said the suspected
targeting of air defense units is particularly serious
because personnel there have access to weapons
specifications and defense deployment plans.

Prosecutors allege that over the past two to three
years Lin used personal accounts and cryptocurrency
to funnel more than NTD 1 million (USD31,600) in
bribes to active-duty personnel. Authorities believe the
large volume of cryptocurrency in his possession may
be linked to Chinese Communist Party infiltration
funds, used both as payment for leaked information
and as personal compensation. [Focus Taiwan] [Taiwan
News]
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Bangladesh: Parties and student groups
intensify pressure on election commission
ahead of February 12 vote

(Im) Bangladesh's election commission is facing
mounting legal and political pressure ahead of the
February 12 national election, as opposition parties
and student-led groups challenge its handling of postal
ballots and candidate eligibility.

The Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), the country’s
main opposition force and election frontrunner, has
formally objected to the commission’s printing, format,
and distribution of postal ballots for registered
overseas voters, a narrowly used and exceptional
voting mechanism in Bangladesh. The objections
followed the circulation of video footage showing a
large number of overseas postal ballots delivered to a
single address in Bahrain. The BNP has demanded that
the ballots be withdrawn and reissued and has also
challenged the early distribution of postal ballots to
officials on election duty, arguing that ballots should
only be issued after candidate symbols are formally
allocated. The election commission has denied
irregularities, stating that ballot distribution complied
with local postal practices in Gulf countries. [Dhaka
Tribune 1]

In parallel, Jatiyatabadi Chhatra Dal continued
demonstrations outside the Election Commission
headquarters in Agargaon, Dhaka, demanding reversal
of what it describes as biased postal ballot decisions,
an end to politically influenced decision-making, and
withdrawal of an election-related notification
concerning the Shahjalal University of Science and
Technology student union election. Security around
the commission was reinforced by police, paramilitary
forces, and units of the armed forces. [Dhaka Tribune
2] [Dhaka Tribune 3]

Parallel to the street protest, the National Citizen Party
(NCP) - a student-led party that emerged directly from
the August 2024 mass uprising - intensified political
pressure on the commission. NCP officials warned that
the upcoming election risks replicating the credibility
problems of Bangladesh's last three national polls - all
of which produced the now-ousted Awami League as
winner - if the EC allows loan defaulters or individuals
with dual citizenship to contest. He accused the
commission of exceeding its mandate by effectively
interpreting constitutional provisions instead of strictly
applying the law and threatened both legal action and
street protests if disputed candidacies are approved.
[Dhaka Tribune 4]
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These political challenges coincide with a formal legal
complaint submitted to the election commission
alleging violations of constitutional and statutory
requirements in approving candidates holding dual
citizenship. The complaint cites Article 66(2)(c) of the
constitution, which bars foreign nationals or dual
citizens from contesting parliamentary elections, and
the Representation of the People Order, 1972. It relies
on binding rulings of the Supreme Court, which held
that a candidate remains ineligible until renunciation
of foreign citizenship is formally accepted, and alleges
that the commission improperly upheld its own
decisions during nomination appeals. [Dhaka Tribune
3]

Bangladesh: Interim government grants
time-limited legal immunity for 2024
uprising participants

(Im) Bangladesh’s interim government has approved
an ordinance granting conditional legal immunity to
participants in the student-led movement that
culminated in the July-August 2024 uprising, framing
the measure as protection for collective “political
resistance” against the former government of ousted
ex-Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina.

The July Uprising Protection and Liability
Determination Ordinance 2026, adopted by the
Advisory Council, exempts individuals from criminal
liability for actions undertaken between July 1 and
August 31, 2024, provided those actions were part of
organized efforts aimed at restoring democratic
governance. Existing criminal cases linked to such
actions are to be withdrawn, and no new cases will be
initiated for the covered period.

The immunity is explicitly limited. Acts motivated by
personal gain, revenge, or other individual purposes
remain prosecutable, with the National Human Rights
Commission tasked with determining whether alleged
offenses were political or personal in nature. The
government has cited Constitution of Bangladesh
Article 46 as a constitutional basis and referenced
historical precedent from post-1971 legislation,
emphasizing the ordinance’s narrow timeframe and
scope. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Main party’s rebel candidates
running as independents complicate
coalition seat-sharing
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(Im) With weeks remaining before Bangladesh’s 13th
national parliamentary election, internal dissent within
Bangladesh’s main opposition party, the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP), is creating uncertainty for both
the party and its coalition partners, as multiple BNP
leaders contest as independent candidates despite
agreed seat-sharing arrangements. Party sources
indicate that rebel candidates are active in 12 of the 14
seats reserved for allies, raising concerns about vote
splitting in key constituencies and weakening
coordinated opposition strategies. The BNP leadership,
led by Tarique Rahman, has intensified efforts to
persuade rebels to withdraw, including direct outreach
to candidates and disciplinary action, with several
leaders reportedly expelled for defying party
directives.

The tensions reflect a broader structural challenge for
the BNP: locally entrenched party figures with strong
grassroots followings are competing against coalition-
designated or newly absorbed candidates who carry
the BNP's electoral symbol but may lack deep
constituency-level recognition. The situation is further
complicated by the incorporation of senior figures
from smaller parties into the BNP ticket, a move
intended to strengthen alliances but which has, in
some cases, displaced long-standing BNP aspirants.
[Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Islamist parties finalize
provisional seat-sharing alliance

(Im) Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami, Bangladesh's largest
Islamist party, and nine allied groups have announced
a provisional seat-sharing arrangement for the
upcoming 13th national parliamentary election,
unveiling candidates for 253 of the 300 seats while
leaving the remainder open amid ongoing negotiations
with Islami Andolan Bangladesh. Under the announced
distribution, Jamaat-e-Islami will contest the largest
share, with smaller Islamist and conservative parties
allocated the rest, reflecting an effort to consolidate
the religious-based vote.

Alliance representatives have stated that 50 seats are
being reserved in principle for Islami Andolan within
what is being framed as an 11-party electoral unity,
pending its formal decision. Islami Andolan—an
independent conservative Islamist movement with a
strong clerical and madrasa-based support base—has
neither joined nor withdrawn, indicating that talks
continue and a final position will be announced later.
[Dhaka Tribune 1] [Dhaka Tribune 2]
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Jamaat-e-Islami’s role is notable as this marks its return
to national electoral participation after years of
effective exclusion linked to legal and political
restrictions following earlier election cycles.

Bangladesh: Court petition challenges
election timing amid unresolved weapons
looting

(Im) A writ petition has been filed with the High Court
Division of Bangladesh's Supreme Court seeking to halt
the forthcoming national election until weapons looted
during the 2024 mass uprising are fully recovered and
overall security conditions improve. The petition
argues that the continued circulation of an estimated
5,750 firearms and 651,609 rounds of ammunition
taken from police stations and law enforcement
facilities poses a serious risk to voters and candidates,
and that proceeding with elections under these
conditions would violate the constitutional right to life.
[Dhaka Tribune 1]

The legal challenge comes as security operations
continue in parallel. Under the second phase of
Operation Devil Hunt, the Dhaka Metropolitan Police
reported the arrest of 67 individuals across multiple
police jurisdictions in Dhaka during coordinated raids
linked to existing cases and alleged criminal activity.
[Dhaka Tribune 2]

Separately, the government has ordered all licensed
firearm holders to deposit their weapons at the
nearest police stations by January 31 as part of pre-
election security measures. The directive, issued by the
Ministry of Home Affairs, also bans the carrying or
public display of firearms until the completion of the
parliamentary election scheduled for February 12 and
a concurrent referendum. Limited exemptions apply to
candidates whose nominations have been formally
accepted by the Election Commission of Bangladesh
and to authorized armed retainers assigned for their
protection. [Dhaka Tribune 3]

Bangladesh: Courts advance cases linked
to former leadership and 2024 unrest

(Im) Bangladesh's courts have moved forward
simultaneously on multiple high-profile cases involving
former political and security leadership, reflecting an
intensified phase of judicial action following the July-
August 2024 uprising.
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At the apex level, the Appellate Division of the
Supreme Court is scheduled to hear a prosecution
appeal seeking to upgrade the life sentences imposed
on former prime minister Sheikh Hasina and former
home minister Asaduzzaman Khan Kamal to the death
penalty in a crimes-against-humanity case linked to the
2024 crackdown that ousted the Hasina-led
government. The appeal follows publication of the full
written judgment by the International Crimes Tribunal
(ICT), which sentenced the two to death on one charge
and life imprisonment on another, ordered
confiscation of assets, and set out findings on
command-level responsibility for lethal operations
during the unrest. [Dhaka Tribune 1] [Dhaka Tribune 2]

Within the ICT, proceedings are advancing on several
fronts. The tribunal is due to deliver its second verdict
in a separate case concerning the killing of six civilians
in Dhaka’s Chankharpul area during the July 2024
protests. It has also formally commenced trial
proceedings against a retired major general over
alleged enforced disappearances and extrajudicial
killings between 2010 and 2013, and is preparing to
decide whether to frame charges against Hasina’s son
and a former information and communications
technology minister over alleged incitement and a
nationwide internet shutdown linked to protester
deaths. [Dhaka Tribune 3] [Dhaka Tribune 4]

During this phase, Toby Cadman, a British barrister
specializing in international criminal law, stepped down
as special adviser to the ICT's chief prosecutor after his
one-year contract expired on November 26, 2025 and
was not renewed. Although an extension was offered,
he declined and has stated that commenting on the
reasons for his departure would not be appropriate.
[Dhaka Tribune 5]

Outside the ICT framework, protest-related cases are
also progressing through the ordinary criminal courts.
A lower court in Feni has issued arrest warrants
against Sheikh Hasina and 170 others in connection
with the killing of a college student during the 2024
unrest. [Dhaka Tribune 6]

Separately, corruption cases linked to alleged abuses
of office under the former government are nearing
judgment. Dhaka’s Special Judge's Court-4 has set
February 2 for a verdict in a graft case over alleged
irregular land allocation by Rajuk, the capital's urban
development authority. The case names Sheikh
Hasina, her nephew Radwan Muijib Siddiq Bobby, and
her niece Tulip Siddiq, a serving member of the United
Kingdom parliament, among others. Prosecutors from
the Anti-Corruption Commission are seeking life
imprisonment. [Dhaka Tribune 7] [Dhaka Tribune 8]
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Bangladesh: Media leaders call for unity
to defend press freedom amid rising
attacks

(Im) Senior editors, journalists, and media owners in
Bangladesh have jointly warned that escalating attacks
on media organizations and journalists pose a direct
threat to press freedom and democratic governance,
urging unprecedented unity across the profession. The
appeal was made at the country's first-ever Media
Convention, held in Dhaka on January 17, jointly
organized by the Editors’ Council and the Newspaper
Owners' Association of Bangladesh.

Speakers said recent violence and intimidation against
news outlets—including a widely cited attack on the
offices of The Daily Star—reflect a broader pattern
aimed at silencing critical journalism. They argued that
such attacks undermine not only individual media
houses but the constitutional role of an independent
press in safeguarding democracy, accountability, and
pluralism.

Editors and union leaders stressed that internal
fragmentation within the media sector, often driven by
political alignments or commercial pressures, has
weakened collective resistance to repression. They
called for sustained professional solidarity, stronger
ethical standards, and credible self-regulation to
rebuild public trust and raise the cost of intimidation
against journalists.

Participants also urged political parties—particularly
ahead of elections—to make explicit commitments to
press freedom and journalist safety, and cautioned
against assuming that political change alone would
guarantee media independence. Several speakers
emphasized that attacks on journalism are not
episodic but structural, requiring coordinated, long-
term responses rather than ad hoc reactions. [Dhaka
Tribune 1] [Dhaka Tribune 2]

Bhutan: GST rollout triggers price
confusion, opposition pressure, and
transitional frictions

(Im) Bhutan's nationwide rollout of a five percent
Goods and Services Tax (GST) on January 1 has
exposed significant transitional frictions, prompting
opposition criticism, government clarification, and
short-term market distortions.
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The opposition has accused the government of failing
to prevent double taxation on pre-2026 imports, where
goods already subject to the former Bhutan Sales Tax
(BST) are now being charged GST at the point of sale. It
argues this undermines the intent of the law, has
contributed to higher prices for daily necessities, and
reflects weaknesses in implementation rather than in
the GST framework itself. The opposition is calling for
stronger market inspections, corrective mechanisms
for old stock, and clearer public guidance comparing
BST and GST rates. [Kuensel 1]

Government agencies acknowledge the problem but
describe it as temporary and technical. The
Department of Revenue and Customs has confirmed
that double taxation arises mainly from old inventory,
with officials estimating that the issue should ease
within around three months as pre-GST stock is
depleted. Businesses with accurate inventory records
may qualify for adjustments or refunds, but authorities
say poor documentation has limited corrective action.
The government maintains that competitive pressures
will gradually force prices down as new, GST-only
imports reach the market. [Kuensel 2]

Officials have also sought to clarify what GST does and
does not tax, stressing that essential services remain
exempt. Core healthcare, formal education, and
statutory government services are outside the GST net,
while commercial, fee-based, and discretionary
services—including cosmetic medical procedures,
private coaching, fitness and spa services, and banking
service fees—are taxable. The government argues this
design protects access to essential services while
ensuring neutrality where activities are commercial.

From a price perspective, the finance ministry says the
reform should be net disinflationary over time. More
than 1,900 commodities previously taxed at BST rates
between 10 and 30 percent are expected to become
cheaper under the uniform five percent GST, while
about 2,252 items that were previously zero-rated may
see price increases, excluding essential goods that
remain exempt. Goods previously taxed at five percent
BST should see no change. Authorities have instructed
the Competition and Consumer Affairs Authority to
monitor pricing and act against profiteering. [Kuensel
3] [Kuensel 4] [Kuensel 5]

Complicating the transition, Gelephu Mindfulness City
(GMC)—a Special Administrative Region—has
temporarily retained the sales tax regime, operating a
tax system separate from the rest of Bhutan. This dual
system has helped stabilize prices within GMC but has
also created arbitrage risks and double-taxation
frictions at its boundaries, particularly for construction
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materials and traded goods moving between GMC and
other dzongkhags. Coordination mechanisms and
separate customs systems are in place, but traders
report short-term disruption and uncertainty. [Kuensel
6]

Bhutan: Economic stimulus program
funds exhausted, second phase ruled out

(Im) Bhutan's Economic Stimulus Programme (ESP),
introduced to support economic recovery after the
COVID-19-related slowdown, has fully exhausted its
allocated funding, effectively ruling out a second
phase, according to official data released as of
December 31, 2025.

The ESP was launched with financial support from the
Government of India to ease access to credit through
concessional loans and interest subsidies, and was
implemented through two main windows: the
Concessional Credit Line (CCL) and the Reinvigoration
Fund (RGF). Data indicate strong demand across most
sectors, but also high rejection rates and uneven
utilization, raising questions about credit absorption
and sectoral readiness.

Under the CCL, Bhutan Development Bank Limited
processed 3,969 applications seeking BTN 11.57 billion
(USD 138.84 million). Of these, 2,200 applications were
approved for BTN 3.13 billion (USD 37.56 million), with
BTN 2.11 billion (USD 25.32 million) disbursed.
However, 1,739 applications seeking BTN 7.24 billion
(USD 86.88 million) were rejected, leaving a residual
balance of BTN 417.43 million (USD 5.01 million) across
CCL sub-sectors.

The agriculture and livestock sector absorbed the
largest share of funding, with near-total utilization of
its allocation. By contrast, medium-scale
manufacturing—covering investments between BTN 10
million and BTN 100 million (USD 120,000 to USD 1.2
million)—recorded approval rates below 25 percent,
despite demand far exceeding available funds. Uptake
was also weak in the film production sector, which
retained a substantial unutilised balance.

Under the RGF, designed to provide interest subsidies
at 4 percent for three years, BTN 596.61 million (USD
7.16 million) in subsidies was approved out of a total
allocation of BTN 2 billion (USD 24 million). The
remaining BTN 1.4 billion (USD 16.8 million) is
proposed to be redirected to support the hotel sector,
reflecting a policy shift toward tourism-related
recovery.
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Despite the near-complete commitment of ESP
resources, authorities stated that no formal impact
assessment has yet begun, citing the fact that many
funded projects are still not operational. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Police report rise in overall crime
amid shifting offense patterns

(Im) Bhutan recorded a year-on-year increase in
reported crime in 2025, with total cases rising to 2,462,
up from 2,107 in 2024, according to data released on
January 15 by the Royal Bhutan Police. The increase of
355 cases represents a 16.8 percent rise, even as
several major crime categories showed declines.

Police data indicate a shift in crime patterns rather
than a uniform rise. Cybercrime cases fell from 118 to
103, drug-related cases declined from 1,860 to 1,750,
and incidents of chorten desecration and vandalism
decreased from 47 to 32. At the same time, battery
and domestic violence remained among the most
frequently reported offenses, which police partly
attribute to increased public reporting rather than a
sharp underlying rise in incidence.

Sexual offenses increased modestly, from 147 cases in
2024 to 152 in 2025. Police officials linked part of this
increase to the misuse of digital technology, including
image and video manipulation for online exploitation
and blackmail, noting the growing role of artificial
intelligence tools in such offenses. Alcohol and drug
abuse were cited as continuing contributory factors in
violent and sexual crimes. [Kuensel]

election campaigns in Sikkim and Chhattisgarh.

His unopposed election was backed by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and the party’'s top leadership,
reflecting broad internal consensus. [The Tribune]

The leadership change comes as the BJP, which has
governed India at the national level since 2014,
prepares for the next electoral cycle. As party
president, Nabin is expected to play a central role in
steering organizational strategy and voter outreach,
with his age and background seen by observers as
potentially strengthening the BJP's appeal among
younger voters. [India News Network]

India: Supreme Court calls on West Bengal
Chief Minister to respond over alleged
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obstruction of federal probe

(dqgl) The Supreme Court has called upon West Bengal
Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee of the opposition
Trinamool Congress (TMC) party, the state’s police
chief, and senior Kolkata police officials to respond to a
petition by the Enforcement Directorate (ED)—the
government's law enforcement and economic
intelligence agency—seeking a Central Bureau of
Investigation (CBI) probe into allegations that state
authorities obstructed ED raids linked to a coal
smuggling probe.

The Court described the alleged interference as a
serious issue and agreed to examine whether state
law-enforcement bodies can lawfully impede
investigations conducted by central agencies. As an
interim step, the Court put on hold police cases filed by
West Bengal authorities against ED officers involved in
the raids and ordered the preservation of CCTV
footage from the search locations. [The Tribune]

While the ED accused the Chief Minister and senior
police officers of disrupting lawful searches, the state
government denied the allegations, challenged the
petition’s maintainability, and argued that the issue
should first be addressed by the Calcutta High Court.

The ED carried out coordinated searches on January 8
at the offices of political consultancy I-PAC and the
home of its head in connection with an alleged coal
smuggling and money-laundering case, triggering an
immediate political backlash in West Bengal. The
Enforcement Directorate claims proceeds from illegal
coal mining were routed through informal financial
channels and partly linked to I-PAC, a firm closely
associated with the opposition Trinamool Congress
(TMC). The raids prompted protests by senior TMC
leaders in New Delhi and sharp accusations that the
BJP-led central government is using investigative
agencies to pressure political rivals ahead of West
Bengal's upcoming state elections. TMC leaders argue
the action targets a key election-strategy organization
central to the party’s recent victories and amounts to
selective enforcement designed to weaken the
opposition (see AR No. 2, January/2026, 2).

Adding further pressure on Banerjee, West Bengal
opposition leader Suvendu Adhikari has filed a
defamation case against her, accusing her of making
unfounded claims linking him to an alleged coal
smuggling scandal. Seeking significant monetary
damages, Adhikari approached a local court after
Banerjee failed to respond to a legal notice demanding
evidence to back her allegations. He argues that her
silence reinforces his claim that the accusations were
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politically motivated and without basis. Adhikari
maintains that the Chief Minister's remarks were
intended to divert attention from ongoing federal
investigations and to harm his public standing. [ANI]

India: Opposition party protests new rural
employment law

(dqgl) The opposition Indian National Congress party,
through its Rajiv Gandhi Panchayati Raj Sangathan—
the party-affiliated organization focused on grassroots
politics and local governance—staged on January 19 a
protest in state of Odisha against what it claims is the
effective scrapping of the Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) and its
replacement with a new rural employment law, the
Viksit Bharat-Guarantee for Rozgar and Ajeevika
Mission (Gramin) Act. Party leaders submitted a
memorandum to the Odisha Governor demanding the
immediate reinstatement of MGNREGA

Congress representatives argued that the change
marks a shift from a legally enforceable right to work
to a discretionary welfare scheme. They claimed that
MGNREGA had guaranteed rural workers statutory
entitlements—such as time-bound employment,
unemployment allowances, and strong roles for local
panchayats—which are now removed under the new
framework. The revised funding formula, requiring
greater state contributions, was also criticized as
disadvantaging poorer states and limiting rural job
creation. [Ommcom News]

The protest is part of the Congress party's 45-day
nationwide protest campaign, launched on January 10
against the government's recent decision to replace
the MGNREGA with the Gramin law. The controversial
legislation was cleared by the Upper House in a post-
midnight session on December 18, following its
passage in the Lower House earlier that day amid
unprecedented scenes of protest, including opposition
MPs tearing copies of the bill in the well of the House
and Congress party allies like the Trinamool Congress
(TMC) and Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD)—two major
regional parties—staging a 12-hour overnight sit-in
protest at the Parliament complex (see AiR No. 2,
January/2026, 2).

Rural Development Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan,
meanwhile, has accused the Congress of running a
misleading campaign against the Gramin Act, 2025,
alleging the use of Al-generated content to discredit
the legislation. He criticized Congress leaders
Mallikarjun Kharge and Rahul Gandhi for what he
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described as spreading false narratives, and said
government fact-checking bodies have sought
explanations from the party.

Defending the new law, Chouhan argued that the BJP
has strengthened, rather than weakened, rural
employment guarantees. He said the Act increases
guaranteed work from 100 to 125 days, provides
unemployment allowance, removes restrictive clauses,
and shifts greater decision-making power to elected
village councils instead of state governments. He also
rejected opposition claims that the law harms
employment prospects for women, Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes, stressing that vulnerable groups
remain a priority. [The Tribune]

India: Upper middle-income status in sight
by 2030

(dqgl) India is projected to reach around USD 4,000 in
per capita income by 2030, enabling it to transition into
the upper middle-income country category, alongside
economies such as China and Indonesia, according to a
research report of the State Bank of India (SBI)—
largest public-sector bank.

Under the World Bank’s classification, countries with a
per capita gross national income between USD 4,496
and USD 13,935 are designated as upper middle-
income economies, while India is currently classified as
a lower middle-income country. India reached a per
capita income of USD 1,000 in 2009, 62 years after
Independence, crossed USD 2,000 in 2019, and is
projected to attain USD 3,000 by 2026.

The assessment highlights India’s accelerating growth
trajectory, noting that the country has moved from a
USD 1 trillion economy to USD 4 trillion in just over a
decade, with GDP milestones being reached at an
increasingly rapid pace.

The report also points to sustained improvements in
India’s global growth ranking, placing it among the
fastest-growing major economies.

Looking further ahead, SBI estimates that India could
reach USD 5 trillion GDP within two years and has a
credible pathway toward becoming a high-income
country by 2047, provided per capita income continues
to grow at rates comparable to the past two decades.

However, achieving high-income status will depend on
future revisions to global income thresholds and
India’s ability to sustain strong growth through
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continued reforms. [DD News] [The New Indian
Express]

India: IMF lifts growth outlook

(dqgl) The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has
upgraded its outlook for India, lifting its fiscal 2026
growth forecast by 0.7 percentage points to 7.3
percent on the back of stronger-than-expected recent
performance, reinforcing India’s role as one of the
world’s main growth drivers. The revision follows
improved official data and reflects solid momentum at
the end of the current fiscal year.

However, the Fund expects this pace to moderate
thereafter, with growth easing to the mid-6 percent
range in subsequent fiscal and calendar years as
cyclical tailwinds diminish. Even so, India is projected
to outperform most major economies.

Globally, the IMF foresees steady but unspectacular
growth, with risks skewed downward due to trade
tensions, U.S. tariff policies, and lingering uncertainty,
although these pressures are expected to ease over
time. [IMF] [Reuters]

India: Tighter nationwide limits on wheat
stocks imposed to curb hoarding

(dgl) The government has imposed nationwide limits
on wheat stocks, tightening regulations to curb
hoarding and ensure adequate market supply through
March 31. The new order sharply reduces permissible
holdings for all entities, including traders, retailers and
processors, and applies uniformly across states and
Union Territories.

Under the rules, traders and wholesalers can hold a
maximum of 2,000 metric tons, while individual
retailers are capped at 8 metric tons per outlet. Large
retail chains face similar per-outlet limits, with overall
holdings linked to the number of stores. Wheat
processors have also been brought under stricter
controls, with stock limits tied to 60 percent of their
monthly installed capacity multiplied by the remaining
months until April, allowing operational continuity
while restricting excess accumulation.

All entities are required to declare their stock levels on
a government portal, and those exceeding limits must
comply within 15 days, reinforcing digital, real-time
monitoring of wheat inventories. [The Tribune]
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India: Construction begins on mega green
hydrogen-ammonia project

(dql) India has formally entered the global green
hydrogen market with the start of construction on a
large-scale green hydrogen-based ammonia project in
Kakinada, Andhra Pradesh state, led by India's AM
Green—a renewable energy and green hydrogen
company focused on developing large-scale projects in
green hydrogen, green ammonia, and related clean
fuels.

The project, the largest of its kind in India and among
the biggest globally, targets initial production by mid-
2027 and is designed to produce up to 1.5 million tons
of green ammonia annually. It will integrate nearly 2
GW of electrolysers, supported by 7.5 GW of renewable
energy and 2 GW of pumped-storage hydro, enabling
round-the-clock operations.

AM Green has already secured a binding agreement to
supply 500,000 tons per year of green ammonia to
Germany's Uniper from 2028 and is in talks with major
European players, positioning the facility as a hub for
exports to Europe. Equipment supply and long-term
renewable power contracts are in place, distinguishing
the project from speculative hydrogen proposals. [Full
Cells WorKk]

India is at a pivotal moment in green hydrogen, with
the potential to shift from long-standing energy import
dependence to becoming a major global supplier of
clean energy molecules. Backed by abundant low-cost
renewable electricity, supportive government policies,
and rising industrial commitment, India is emerging as
one of the most cost-competitive producers of green
hydrogen and green ammonia.

Recent price discovery through government-backed
tenders shows rapid cost convergence. A green
ammonia tender issued by government-owned Solar
Energy Corporation of India achieved a record-low
price of about USD 572 per metric ton, far below
earlier international benchmarks.

Tenders issued by Hindustan Petroleum Corporation
Limited and Indian Oil Corporation Limited—both
state-owned oil and gas companies—for supplying
green hydrogen to oil refineries indicate that the
market is moving from pilot projects toward
commercial deployment. Although global demand
projections have been revised downward, a sizeable
import market of 3.4 to 6 million metric tons per year
by 2030 is still expected in Europe and East Asia. [RMI]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-pd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-pd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-ph/

India: Government approval of Integrated
Battle Groups signals accelerated Army
reorganization

(dgl) Army Chief, General Upendra Dwived;,
announced that the government has approved the
long-delayed plan to establish Integrated Battle Groups
(IBGs), marking a major step in the Army’s ongoing
reorganization. The first IBGs will be created within the
China-facing 17 Mountain Strike Corps, reflecting
lessons from heightened tensions with China since
2020 and subsequent operational experience.

Over the past 14-15 months, the government has
cleared 31 sanction orders for structural reforms,
including “IBGization” of the 17 Corps, the creation of
new aviation brigades, and the resumption of
Territorial Army recruitment—the process by which
part-time soldiers are inducted into the Territorial
Army (TA), a reserve force that supplements the
regular Indian Army—in 2025. The restructuring aims
to boost combat effectiveness across multiple domains
while improving the balance between fighting units
and support elements.

Under the plan, the 17 Mountain Strike Corps’ two-
division structure will be reorganized into four IBGs,
each commanded by a major general. These brigade-
sized formations, combining infantry, artillery, armor,
air defence, engineers, and unmanned systems, are
designed for rapid mobilization and can launch
operations within 48 hours. [The Print] [India Sentinels]

Separately, Dwivedi, announced that 2026 and 2027
will be dedicated to strengthening networking and
data-centricity across the Indian Army, as part of its
broader “decade of transformation.” Speaking at the
Army Day Parade on January 15 in Jaipur, he said the
focus will be on improving digital connectivity, real-
time data sharing, and coordination to enable faster
and better-informed decision-making in future
conflicts.

The initiative aims to transform the Army into a fully
network-enabled, data-driven force, capable of
operating effectively in multi-domain warfare where
speed of decision-making is critical. It builds on
reforms launched since 2023 to adapt to evolving
threats, including grey-zone warfare and simultaneous
security challenges on multiple fronts. [The Tribune]
[Bhaskar]
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India: Defense panel clears path for 114
advanced fighter jets

(dqgl) India has taken a major step toward expanding its
air combat capabilities by approving the procurement
process for 114 additional Rafale fighter jets from
French aerospace and defense company Dassault
Aviation. The proposal has cleared the Defence
Procurement Board—the defense ministry's advisory
body overseeing and scrutinizing major military
acquisition proposals—and is moving toward approval
by the defense minister, followed by final authorization
from the Cabinet Committee on Security. India and
France aim to finalize the deal during a planned Modi-
Macron meeting in February.

The acquisition is designed to rapidly strengthen the
Indian Air Force (IAF) without undermining India’s
indigenous fighter programs, including the fifth-
generation AMCA and the Tejas Mark-2, which are
proceeding on separate timelines and budgets. The IAF
favored Rafales due to existing operational experience,
lower lifecycle costs from fleet commonality,
established training and maintenance infrastructure,
and the ability to induct new squadrons quickly.

The jets will be procured under the “Make in India”
framework, with significant local production and
technology transfer. Dassault will work with its Indian
joint venture, Dassault Reliance Aerospace Limited,
now majority-owned by the French firm. Indian
weapons and secure data-link systems will be
integrated, and technology transfer will cover
airframes, engines, and avionics, raising indigenous
content to an estimated 55-60 percent. [The Tribune]

The Indian Air Force has long pushed for the purchase
as part of its modernization plans. The urgency has
increased as the number of operational fighter
squadrons continues to fall—a problem worsened by
delays in domestic aircraft programs caused by engine
shortages and difficulties integrating foreign
components.

Rising regional security demands are intensifying the
shortfall. Ongoing tensions with Pakistan and China,
combined with emerging concerns on India’s eastern
flank, have driven the Air Force to reassess its force
structure, with required squadron strength now seen
as higher than the traditional target of 42. [Asia News
Network]
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India: Court convicts Kashmiri separatist
leader

(dql) A special court has convicted Kashmiri separatist
leader Asiya Andrabi and two associates on multiple
charges under the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act
(UAPA) and the Indian Penal Code, including conspiracy
to wage war against India and membership of a
terrorist organization. The verdict followed a case
prosecuted by the National Investigation Agency (NIA).

The court found the three guilty of conspiring to carry
out terrorist activities, promoting secessionist ideology,
inciting public disorder, and spreading material
deemed prejudicial to national unity.

Andrabi, founder of the women-led separatist group
Dukhtaran-e-Millat (DeM), has been in custody since
her arrest in 2018. [The Tribune]

Maldives: Local council elections take
shape as ruling party consolidates and
opposition manages internal rivalry

(Im) With nominations now open for the April 4 local
council and Women's Development Committee
elections, the early phase of the campaign is being
defined by parallel dynamics within the Maldives’ two
main political forces: consolidation and alliance-
building by the ruling Progressive National Congress
(PNC), and internal competition followed by
reunification efforts within the opposition Maldivian
Democratic Party (MDP).

The voter register lists 294,937 eligible voters for the
elections. A total of 626 councillors will be elected to
island councils and 52 to city councils under the
current framework, which—following recent
constitutional amendments—sets varying council sizes
by island and reserves designated seats for women.
Separate elections will be held for WDCs. [The Sun 1]

On the ruling side, the PNC has framed the elections as
an opportunity to entrench alignment between local
councils and the central government. The party has
nominated Moosa Ali Jaleel, a retired major general
and former defence minister, as its candidate for Malé
City mayor. Jaleel has explicitly positioned his
candidacy as a continuation of President Mohamed
Muizzu's earlier record as Malé mayor, with his
campaign launched from the same office used during
Muizzu's presidential race. He secured the nomination
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unopposed after emerging as the sole contender in the
party’s primary. [The Sun 2]

The nomination has nonetheless drawn public criticism
from former president Abdulla Yameen Abdul
Gayoom, now leading the opposition People’s National
Front, who alleged that Jaleel is being used as a
“sacrificial lamb” and claimed that President Muizzu
privately favors the opposition candidate in Malé. [The
Sun 3]

Beyond Malé, the PNC has moved to narrow electoral
competition through alliances. The Jumhoory Party, a
centrist party led by businessman and parliamentarian
Qasim lbrahim, has decided to back PNC candidates
nationwide while contesting only the Maamigili
constituency, its leader's home base. Senior PNC
figures have publicly predicted a dominant outcome
for the party, citing its extensive candidate slate and
arguing that councils aligned with the central
government are better positioned to deliver
development programs. [The Sun 4] [The Sun 5]

In parallel, the opposition Maldivian Democratic Party
has sought to demonstrate organizational strength
while containing internal divisions. The party
confirmed that 154 candidates contested its
nationwide primaries, which concluded without major
disruption.

The most politically consequential contest was the
Male" mayoral race, widely viewed as a bellwether for
the opposition’s broader prospects. Incumbent Male'
City Mayor Adam Azim secured the MDP ticket after
defeating Ali Azim, a former parliamentarian. The
rivalry reflected longer-standing divisions within the
party that emerged after the 2023 presidential
election, with factions aligned to former president
Mohamed Nasheed backing Ali Azim, while supporters
of former president Ibrahim Mohamed Solih rallied
behind Adam Azim. [The Sun 6]

Following his victory, Adam Azim framed the result as a
mandate for unity, urging party members to translate
the primary outcome into success in the April local
polls and, ultimately, the 2028 presidential election. In
a conciliatory move aimed at avoiding a repeat of past
internal splits, Ali Azim publicly congratulated the
winner and pledged to support the party's campaign.
[The Sun 7]

Maldives: Housing rollout under scrutiny
as government opens applications amid
parliamentary pressure over delays
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(Im) The Maldivian government has opened
applications for land and housing allocations under its
flagship Emmenah Boahiyaavahikan (“Housing for All")
policy, while parliament has simultaneously moved to
seek formal explanations over stalled housing and
development projects, highlighting growing tension
between policy commitments and on-the-ground
implementation.

Housing Minister Abdulla Muthalib said applications
for land and flats in the Malé area opened on January
18, with deadlines set for March 4 for land and April 17
for flats. The current phase covers projects already
underway, not new initiatives. The government plans
to issue 7,900 flats and 15,000 land plots, with
allocations differentiated between Malé natives and
residents originally from other islands, the latter to be
resettled primarily in the reclaimed Rasmale’ area.
Flats will be issued under rent-to-own or affordable
ownership schemes, with final unit size determined by
the Housing Ministry. The minister pledged that all
ongoing housing projects would be completed and
handed over before the end of the administration’s
five-year term. [The Sun 1] [The Sun 2]

At the same time, parliament has requested the
housing minister to account for delays affecting
government-funded housing and development
projects on Addu-Meedhoo in the southernmost atoll.
The request, submitted by an independent member of
parliament, follows complaints from residents that
projects announced during a presidential visit have not
progressed. The inquiry seeks to clarify whether delays
stem from central-local coordination failures, issues
involving the Addu City Council, or administrative
bottlenecks at the national level.

The Addu-Meedhoo case reflects a broader concern
over implementation capacity within the national
housing program. According to Finance Ministry data,
by mid-December only MVR 197 million (USD 12.8
million) had been spent on housing, representing just
11 percent of the MVR 1.8 billion (USD 117 million)
allocated for 2025. Nearly 89 percent of the annual
housing budget remains unused, despite government
assertions that construction activity is ongoing.

The delays have attracted increased parliamentary
attention, particularly after President Mohamed
Muizzu designated 2025 as the country's “year of
housing” and pledged to provide housing for every
Maldivian over the age of 18. [The Sun 3]
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Maldives: Male’ City Council proceedings
stall amid quorum failures and scrutiny
over municipal contracts

(Im) The Male’ City Council has again failed to convene
due to a lack of quorum, leaving several pending
motions unaddressed despite the council being
dominated by the ruling Progressive National Congress
(PNC). The latest adjournment followed the attendance
of nine councillors, short of the ten required,
continuing a pattern of stalled sessions that has
persisted since late November last year. As a result,
the council has been unable to debate a range of
outstanding issues, including politically sensitive
matters such as the leasing of high-value municipal
land and the re-awarding of the city's fish market
contract, both of which have drawn allegations of
irregularities. [The Sun 1]

Against this backdrop, the mayor has publicly rejected
claims of favoritism in the awarding of council
contracts, stating that all municipal contracts have
been audited and that any identified issues have been
referred to law-enforcement bodies, including the Anti-
Corruption Commission. He has framed the issue as
one of accountability and administrative performance,
pointing to completed infrastructure projects and
contrasting municipal spending with higher levels of
national expenditure. [The Sun 2]

Maldives: Religious party cites internal
rules to bar ballot boxes in leadership
election

(Im) The Adhaalath Party, a religiously oriented political
party in the Maldives, has stated that ballot boxes will
not be used in its internal election for party president
scheduled for January 31, citing provisions in its
constitution and internal election regulations. The
clarification followed a request by one of the
candidates to introduce ballot boxes, which the party's
election committee rejected on procedural grounds,
emphasizing that the vote would be conducted strictly
in accordance with existing party rules. [The Sun]

Maldives: The Democrats open
nominations for April 4 local council
elections
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(Im) The political party The Democrats has opened its
internal candidacy process for the upcoming local
council elections scheduled for April 4, following the
formal launch of nominations by the Elections
Commission.

The Democrats were formed in July 2023 after a split
from the main opposition Maldivian Democratic Party
(MDP), following political tensions within the previous
administration. The party was initially led by former
president Mohamed Nasheed and included several
senior former MDP figures. Since then, however, the
party has experienced significant defections, with
multiple founding members, including Nasheed,
returning to the MDP. [The Sun]

Maldives: Disability rights group petitions
parliament over unresolved accessibility
and inclusion failures

(Im) The Verso Disabilities Association of Maldives has
submitted a formal petition to parliament, warning
that long-standing accessibility and inclusion
shortcomings affecting persons with disabilities remain
unaddressed despite repeated appeals to state
authorities.

The petition, formally sponsored by a sitting member
of parliament, outlines nine core concerns, primarily
relating to physical accessibility in the capital region.
The association said a previous petition submitted
months earlier received no response and that
repeated requests for meetings with ministers and
senior officials went unanswered. It argues that the
continued lack of implementation points to systemic
coordination and accountability gaps rather than
isolated administrative delays.

Drawing on documented accounts from more than 100
individuals enrolled in its welfare program, the
association maintains that persistent barriers to
mobility and access amount to violations of
constitutionally protected rights and is calling for
parliamentary scrutiny and corrective action by
relevant agencies. [The Sun]

Maldives: High Court reverses release of
suspect in child sexual assault case,
clarifies remand standards
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(Im) The High Court of the Maldives has overturned a
decision by a Magistrate Court on a southern island to
release a man accused of sexually assaulting a minor,
ruling that administrative delays and technical failures
do not constitute lawful grounds for release in serious
child protection cases.

The case concerns allegations of sexual assault against
an eight-year-old child by a family member. The
accused faces charges under child sexual assault
provisions as well as possession of pornography. Given
the involvement of a minor, proceedings have been
conducted behind closed doors. The suspect was
initially remanded for 30 days but was released after
the remand period expired, when the Magistrate Court
declined to extend custody. The lower court cited a
prolonged disruption to its server system and limited
institutional resources, which had delayed trial
proceedings.

State prosecutors appealed the release, arguing that
procedural or administrative shortcomings within the
court system cannot justify releasing suspects accused
of serious offenses involving minors. In its ruling, the
High Court agreed, holding that suspects charged
under the Special Procedures for Child Sexual
Offenders Act fall within categories of defendants who
may interfere with witnesses, conceal evidence, or
pose a broader risk to society.

Referring to Article 49 of the Maldivian Constitution,
the High Court emphasized that continued remand is
legally permissible in such circumstances until the
conclusion of trial. The appellate bench quashed the
Magistrate Court's order and reinstated the suspect’s
detention. [The Sun]

Maldives: Government allocates state
funding to private media outlets amid
fiscal constraints

(Im) The Maldivian government has allocated MVR 27.2
million (approximately USD 1.77 million) to 40 private
media outlets, following an application process
overseen by the Maldives Media and Broadcasting
Commission. A total of 41 outlets applied, with one
application later excluded after procedural
irregularities were identified, leaving 40 eligible
recipients. The funds, disbursed through the finance
ministry, are intended to support private media
operations and promote responsible journalism, and
form part of a previously announced policy
commitment by the current administration.
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The funding scheme was revised after an earlier
allocation proposal drew public criticism over
transparency and selection criteria, prompting the
transfer of administrative responsibility to the media
regulator. The disbursement has since attracted
renewed public and political scrutiny, with critics
questioning the appropriateness of state financial
support for private media amid broader fiscal
pressures, including reported shortages in public
services and delays in social welfare payments. [The
sun]

Maldives: Warning issued over high-
interest refinancing plan amid heavy
near-term debt repayments

(Im) A Maldivian legal and financial expert has warned
that plans to take on new high-interest borrowing to
meet maturing debt obligations could exacerbate the
country’s fiscal strain rather than resolve it, as the
Maldives faces substantial repayments in 2026. The
warning comes as the government confronts around
USD 1.0 billion in external debt servicing this year,
including a USD 500 million sukuk maturing in April
and a further USD 100 million due in the same period.

According to publicly stated claims, one option under
discussion would involve a USD 300 million loan at an
interest rate of about 15 percent from a foreign
commercial lender, with the remaining financing
potentially covered by the Bank of Maldives, although
neither the government nor the bank has confirmed
these arrangements.

For context, the Maldives has previously relied on
sovereign-backed commercial loans at rising interest
rates, while its access to affordable refinancing has
narrowed following credit rating downgrades by Fitch
Ratings and Moody's to non-investment-grade status.
Critics argue that replacing maturing debt with costlier
short-term borrowing may avert immediate default but
would increase future repayment burdens and shift
risk onto domestic financial resources, underscoring
the structural challenges facing Maldivian public
finances in the absence of deeper fiscal adjustment.
[The Sun]

Maldives: Government tightens oversight
of expatriate worksites and employment
permits
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(Im) The Maldivian government has ordered the
renewal of expired permits for worksites authorized to
employ foreign workers, as part of an intensified effort
to regulate expatriate labor and curb illegal
employment.

The Ministry of Homeland Security and Technology
said worksites registered on a project basis will be
shifted to “pending site clearance” status, while sites
inactive for more than a year will be deactivated. All
expired worksites must update documentation
through the Xpat system.

Immigration and police are conducting joint
enforcement operations against undocumented
workers and non-compliant businesses, alongside a
three-month grace period allowing foreign workers
with expired or invalid permits to regularize their
status. [The Sun]

Nepal: Largest party split crystallizes
ahead of March polls

(ec/Im) Nepal's Nepali Congress, the largest party in the
dissolved House of Representatives, has entered a
decisive but unsettled phase ahead of the March 5
parliamentary elections, marked by a formal
leadership rupture, legal challenges, accelerated
candidate selection, and parallel efforts to restore
internal unity. The confrontation centers on former
party president Sher Bahadur Deuba, a long-standing
establishment figure and former prime minister, and
Gagan Thapa, a younger reformist leader who rose
from the party's general secretaryship. The dispute
unfolded in the wake of the September 2025 youth-led
mass protests that forced the dissolution of Parliament
and weakened the authority of traditional party
leaderships across Nepal's political system,
accelerating internal power shifts within the Congress.
[The Kathmandu Post 1]]

The immediate trigger emerged in October 2025, when
54 percent of elected delegates to the party's 14th
general convention formally demanded a special
general convention, invoking a statute provision that
allows such a meeting if at least 40 percent of
delegates request it. After the Deuba-led central
working committee declined to convene the
convention, Thapa and his allies proceeded
independently. The special convention was held in
Kathmandu from January 11 to 14, and on January 15
elected Thapa as party president and approved a new
central working committee, effectively dissolving the
leadership elected in 2021. [The Kathmandu Post 2]
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The Deuba faction rejected the process as illegitimate,
arguing that leadership change required central
committee authorization, and responded by
suspending Thapa and several allies from party
membership. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

Both factions submitted competing claims to the
Election Commission of Nepal, raising concerns that
the dispute could disrupt the election calendar. On
January 17, the commission ruled in favor of the
Thapa-led faction, citing three grounds: the lawful
demand for a special convention under party statutes,
the supremacy of general convention delegates as the
party's highest authority, and the absence of formal
objections to convening the convention. The
commission also noted that the Deuba faction could
register a new party if it chose not to operate under
the recognized leadership, which would require
relinquishing the Nepali Congress name and election
symbol. [The Kathmandu Post 4]

Against this backdrop, the Thapa-led leadership moved
quickly to consolidate operational control. A
parliamentary board was formed to allocate tickets,
and candidate lists were released emphasizing
younger and new faces while still accommodating
select figures linked to both the Deuba and Koirala
camps. Several senior leaders opted not to contest,
while others accepted tickets under the new
leadership. [The Kathmandu Post 5] [The Kathmandu
Post 6] [The Kathmandu Post 7]

In response, the Deuba faction escalated the dispute
through legal channels. It filed petitions at the
Supreme Court and formally requested that the
Election Commission suspend election procedures,
including candidate nominations. These efforts did not
succeed: the commission declined to halt the election
process, and the court scheduled hearings without
issuing stay orders that would disrupt the electoral
calendar. [The Kathmandu Post 8] [The Kathmandu
Post 9]

As legal avenues failed to reverse the recognition
decision or delay nominations, the Deuba faction
shifted toward de-escalation. Second-tier leaders from
the Thapa camp, the Deuba faction, and a third
grouping associated with Shekhar Koirala entered talks
aimed at containing the split ahead of nominations.
These discussions focused on withdrawing court
petitions, avoiding rigid quota-based ticket allocation,
and selecting candidates based on electoral viability
and public standing. Participants indicated that a
broad understanding had been reached in principle,
with all three factions preparing to coordinate final
ticket distribution. According to allies, Deuba still
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intends to contest one final election if a consensus
arrangement is finalized. [The Kathmandu Post 10]

Nepal: Old guard faces high-profile
challenges in traditional strongholds
ahead of March polls

(ec/Im) With the March 5 House of Representatives
elections approaching and nomination filings due by
January 20, Nepal's electoral landscape has entered a
decisive phase marked by unusually competitive races
in long-settled constituencies.

The Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-
Leninist) formally announced on January 18 that its
chair, KP Sharma Oli, will again be its candidate for
prime minister. Oli, who was in office during the
September 2025 youth-led protests that culminated in
the dissolution of Parliament, will contest from Jhapa-
5, a constituency he has represented for decades and
which has long been considered his personal
stronghold. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

Jhapa-5 has nonetheless emerged as one of the most
closely watched battlegrounds of the campaign
following the formal entry of Balendra Shah, widely
known as Balen. Shah resigned as mayor of
Kathmandu on January 18—three and a half years into
his five-year term—to contest the seat under the
banner of the Rastriya Swatantra Party. Under Nepal's
election law, sitting elected officials must resign before
contesting parliamentary elections.

Shah formally joined the RSP in late December and has
been presented by the party as its prime-ministerial
candidate should it secure a parliamentary majority.
His decision to challenge Oli in Jhapa-5—rather than
contesting from Kathmandu—has elevated the race
into a direct contest between an entrenched party
leader and a figure closely associated with post-
establishment politics that gained momentum during
the September 2025 youth-led protests that led to the
dissolution of Parliament. [The Kathmandu Post 2] [The
Kathmandu Post 3] [The Kathmandu Post 4]

Since resigning, Shah has begun campaigning
nationally, framing his platform around governance
reform and federal restructuring. Speaking at rallies in
Janakpur, he argued that Nepal's federal system
remains overly centralized and called for stronger
provincial governments to reduce dependence on
Kathmandu for administrative decisions. He urged
voters to support candidates on competence rather
than identity and cited selected initiatives from his
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tenure as mayor—such as education and health-
related social programs—as models he believes should
be expanded nationwide. [The Kathmandu Post 5] [The
Kathmandu Post 6]

A parallel, though more subdued, recalibration is
underway in Dadeldhura, the long-time electoral base
of former prime minister and longtime Nepali
Congress party leader Sher Bahadur Deuba. At the
time of the September 2025 dissolution, Deuba was
not holding executive office but was widely understood
to be part of a power-sharing arrangement with Oli,
under which he was expected to assume the prime
ministership at a later stage. That anticipated
transition did not materialize as the protests
intensified and Oli's government collapsed, leaving
Deuba politically exposed without having formally
returned to office.

Following the January 17 decision of the Election
Commission to recognize the Gagan Thapa-led Nepali
Congress as the legitimate party, uncertainty has
spread over whether Deuba will again contest under
the Congress symbol, seek an alternative platform, or
reconcile with the new leadership. While senior cadres
continue to express loyalty, local debate has
increasingly shifted from internal party alignments to
unresolved issues of infrastructure, health care access
and outmigration, reflecting voter fatigue with
repeated elections returning the same leadership.

Into this environment has stepped Sagar Dhakal,
Deuba'’s closest challenger in the 2022 election, who
secured more than 13,000 votes as an independent.
On January 16, Dhakal confirmed plans to contest
again from Dadeldhura, this time as an RSP candidate,
arguing that his previous performance demonstrated a
tangible appetite for alternatives even in Congress
heartlands. [The Kathmandu Post 7] [The Kathmandu
Post 8]

Similar dynamics are evident in Rukum East, where
former prime minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal,
coordinator of the Nepali Communist Party, has
announced plans to contest the March election.
Rukum East is historically associated with the Maoist
insurgency led by Dahal and has consistently elected
Maoist-affiliated candidates since 2008.

Dahal has repeatedly shifted constituencies across
election cycles, typically contesting from areas where
Maoist organizational networks were strongest. His
return to Rukum East follows internal party
fragmentation, including a split with former Maoist
leader Janardan Sharma, who has since formed the
Pragatisheel Loktantrik Party, opening space for new
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contenders from across the political spectrum. [The
Kathmandu Post 9]

Nepal: Nepal: Supreme Court challenged
over withdrawal of organized crime and
money laundering charges against former
home minister

(Im) Nepal's Office of the Attorney General has
approved the withdrawal of organized crime and
money laundering charges against Rabi Lamichhane,
chair of the Rastriya Swatantra Party and former home
minister, in cases pending before various district
courts. The decision allows amendments to charge-
sheets under Section 36 of the Criminal Procedure
Code 2017, while leaving the cooperative fraud case
unchanged. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

The cooperative fraud case concerns allegations that
Lamichhane was involved in the misappropriation of
funds from savings and credit cooperatives linked to
the Gorkha Media Network, a media company whose
collapse has become emblematic of broader failures in
Nepal's cooperative sector. The issue is politically
sensitive, as successive cooperative failures have
affected thousands of small depositors nationwide.
Lamichhane was taken into custody in 2025 and later
released on bail by a High Court bench after being
ordered to deposit an amount equivalent to the
alleged losses. The subsequent filing of organized
crime and money laundering charges across multiple
jurisdictions triggered his automatic suspension from
parliament under the Money Laundering Prevention
Act, which mandates suspension once such charges
are registered.

The Attorney General's decision has now prompted
three writ petitions before the Supreme Court,
challenging whether the legal threshold for amending
charge-sheets under Section 36—specifically the
emergence of new or stronger evidence—was met.
Petitioners argue that the move amounts in effect to a
withdrawal of serious charges rather than a procedural
correction and have sought interim orders to suspend
implementation. The Court has scheduled preliminary
hearings to determine whether the petitions qualify for
formal registration. [The Kathmandu Post 2] [The
Kathmandu Post 3]

In parallel, the decision has drawn criticism from the
Gen-Z Movement, the loosely organized youth-led
protest current that emerged as a central force during
the September 2025 mass uprising that led to the
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dissolution of the previous government. The
intervention is notable because it places Lamichhane
and the RSP—both of which have sought to benefit
politically from the post-uprising anti-establishment
climate—under scrutiny from the same protest
constituency that mobilized around demands for
transparency, accountability, and equal application of
the law. [Khabarhub]

Against this backdrop, KP Sharma Oli, chair of the
Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist),
has publicly condemned the Attorney General's move
as an assault on the rule of law. Oli, who was prime
minister when the September 2025 protests
culminated in the dissolution of Parliament's lower
House, framed the withdrawal of charges as evidence
of selective justice and institutional erosion. [The
Kathmandu Post 4]

Nepal: Election administration
accelerates as nominations open,
campaign rules take effect, and
officeholders step aside

(Im) Nepal's Election Commission has entered the core
operational phase of preparations for the March 5
House of Representatives elections, with nationwide
nomination filings underway, adjustments finalized to
proportional representation lists, and the Election
Code of Conduct now in force.

Nepal elects its 275-member lower house through a
mixed system. Of the total, 165 members are elected
directly from single-member constituencies under the
first-past-the-post system, while 110 seats are
allocated through proportional representation based
on nationwide party vote shares.

Nominations for the 165 constituency seats are being
filed across the country after the commission
confirmed that election offices have been established
in all constituencies. [The Kathmandu Post 1] [The
Kathmandu Post 2]

On the proportional side, the commission confirmed
that 175 candidates have withdrawn from party closed
lists submitted in late December. The withdrawals
affect 17 parties and are primarily linked to the recent
unification of two Madhesh-based regional parties -
the Loktantrik Samajwadi Party and the Janata
Samajwadi Party -, after which 110 candidates
previously listed under the former party were
removed. Parties were permitted to submit
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replacement names between January 14 and 16, with
substitutions required to preserve constitutionally
mandated inclusion categories, including women,
Dalits, Indigenous nationalities, Madhesis, Tharus,
Muslims, and persons with disabilities. [The
Kathmandu Post 3]

Separately, the Election Code of Conduct, 2026, has
come into effect nationwide. The rules apply to federal
and provincial governments, political parties,
candidates, security forces, media organizations, civil
society groups, financial institutions, and voters, and
will remain in force until further notice. [The
Kathmandu Post 4]

The transition into the campaign phase has also
prompted a wave of resignations. Several ministers
serving under the interim government, along with
three members of the National Assembly, have
stepped down in order to contest House seats, in line
with legal requirements. [The Kathmandu Post 5] [The
Kathmandu Post 6] [The Kathmandu Post 7] [The
Kathmandu Post 8]

Nepal: Upper House opens 19th session
amid post-protest disruptions and
election preparations

(Im) Nepal's National Assembly, the upper chamber of
the country's federal parliament, opened its 19th
session on January 18.

The session coincides with an important phase in
Nepal's electoral calendar. The Election Commission is
preparing for elections to the National Assembly
scheduled for January 25. Of the 19 seats in the upper
house due to fall vacant on March 4 under the
chamber's staggered-term system, voting will take
place for 17 seats; one member has already been
elected unopposed, and one will be appointed by the
President on the recommendation of the government,
as provided for by the constitution. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Nepal: Populist agitator arrested after
alleging bribery at election commission

(Im) Nepali police have arrested Durga Prasain, a
controversial businessman and political agitator, after
he publicly alleged that a faction within the Nepali
Congress - the single-largest party in the dissolved
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parliamentary lower House, paid NPR 520 million (USD
3.80 million) to the Election Commission to influence
election outcomes. [The Kathmandu Post]

The arrest follows a series of confrontational
mobilizations led by Prasain over the past year. Since
mid-2025, he has emerged as a leading figure in right-
leaning, nationalist, and explicitly anti-party street
agitation, positioning himself against Nepal's
established political parties, electoral institutions, and
parliamentary system. His protests have centered on
claims of elite corruption, electoral manipulation, and
institutional capture, and have included road
blockades, attempts to march on government
buildings, and clashes with security forces.

Several of these protests escalated into violence in late
2025, resulting in injuries, property damage, and
temporary paralysis of transport links. In response,
Nepal's interim government engaged Prasain in direct
talks aimed at de-escalating unrest—an
acknowledgment of his ability to mobilize disruptive
street pressure despite holding no elected office or
formal party position.

Pakistan: Opposition leader appointed as
assembly speaker sets limits on
parliamentary speech

(Im) Pakistan’s National Assembly recorded two
procedural developments in mid-January concerning
parliamentary conduct and opposition representation.

On January 16, the National Assembly formally
appointed Mahmood Khan Achakzai as Leader of the
Opposition. The position had remained vacant since
August 2025, when Omar Ayub, a senior lawmaker
from the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) of former
prime minister Imran Khan, was disqualified from
parliament following convictions related to violent riots
in May 2023. Those riots erupted after the arrest of
Khan on corruption charges and involved coordinated
attacks on government buildings and military-linked
installations, prompting a wide-ranging security
crackdown and multiple prosecutions of PTI leaders
and supporters. Ayub’s disqualification, and the
subsequent legal challenges he pursued, delayed the
formal recognition of a new opposition leader for
nearly five months. [Arab News 1]

The following day, Sardar Ayaz Sadiq, the Speaker of
the National Assembly, said that opposition lawmakers
would not be allowed to make remarks against
Pakistan, the judiciary, or the armed forces on the floor
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of the assembly. Speaking to reporters in Lahore, he
said parliamentary debate must remain within
constitutional and legal limits. He stated that peaceful
protest is a democratic right but said violence, arson,
damage to property, or the use of weapons during
protests was unacceptable. He also said he would act
impartially in his role as speaker. [Arab News 2]

Pakistan: UN agencies report spike in
Afghan arrests as returns near two
million

(Im) United Nations agencies reported a sharp increase
in the arrest and detention of Afghan nationals in
Pakistan, as cumulative returns since late 2023
approached two million, underscoring the scale and
intensification of Pakistan's repatriation drive.

According to a joint report by UN High Commissioner
for Refugees and the International Organization for
Migration, 1,726 Afghans were arrested or detained
between January 4 and 10, an 18 percent increase
from the previous week. From September 15, 2023, to
January 10, 2026, a total of 1,957,694 Afghans returned
to Afghanistan through deportations or voluntary
departures.

Pakistan launched the repatriation campaign on
November 1, 2023, initially targeting undocumented
foreigners following a surge in militant attacks that
Islamabad attributed to Afghan nationals or cross-
border militancy from Afghanistan. In 2025, the scope
expanded to include holders of Afghan Citizen Cards
(ACC) and later Proof of Registration (PoR) cards after
their validity expired in June. UN data show that 87
percent of recent arrests involved undocumented
Afghans or ACC holders, while 13 percent involved PoR
card holders.

The report highlighted Balochistan as the main
hotspot, accounting for 73 percent of arrests, with
Islamabad Capital Territory representing 16 percent,
following directives for Afghans to relocate from the
capital. Border activity also increased sharply: 19,666
Afghans returned between January 4 and 10 alone, a
38 percent rise in returns and a 17 percent rise in
deportations week on week. Fear of arrest was cited as
the primary driver of return for undocumented
Afghans and ACC holders.

The campaign has drawn growing international
scrutiny. Amnesty International urged Pakistan in
January to halt deportations, warning that the policy
risks violating the principle of non-refoulement, which
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bars returning individuals to countries where they may
face persecution or serious harm. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Government moves toward
Panda and dollar bond issuance to raise
external financing

(Im) Pakistan plans to issue four Requests for Proposal
to major international investment banks as a
preparatory step toward launching yuan-denominated
Panda bonds and U.S. dollar bonds, with the aim of
raising up to USD 1.25 billion from global markets.

The move signals a transition from planning to
execution in Pakistan’s external borrowing strategy
and aligns with commitments under the ongoing USD 7
billion International Monetary Fund program, which
encourages diversification of funding sources.

While foreign exchange reserves have risen to around
USD 16 billion, authorities continue to face balance-of-
payments pressures and near-term external
obligations, including a USD 1.3 billion Eurobond
maturing in April.

In parallel, the government is exploring foreign-
exchange-linked instruments to mobilize domestic
dollar liquidity held in local banks, estimated at about
USD 5.14 billion, as a lower-cost alternative to external
borrowing. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Government cancels 8,000 MW
power procurement under IMF-linked
reform push

(Im) Pakistan has dropped plans to procure around
8,000 megawatts of new electricity generation capacity,
a move the government says will avoid approximately
USD 17 billion in future liabilities and reduce pressure
on the power sector. The decision is part of a broader
reform effort tied to Pakistan’s ongoing stabilization
program with the International Monetary Fund, under
which power sector losses and circular debt have been
identified as major fiscal risks.

The power sector has long strained public finances due
to surplus capacity, high-cost contracts, and
mandatory capacity payments for unused electricity.
These structural issues have driven repeated tariff
increases, rising circular debt, and reliance on external
financial support. Under the current reform program,
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the government is prioritizing loss reduction, limiting
new obligations, and restructuring pricing mechanisms
rather than expanding generation.

According to official figures, annual sector losses have
declined from PKR 586 billion (USD 2.1 billion) to PKR
393 billion (USD 1.4 billion), while circular debt fell by
PKR 780 billion (USD 2.8 billion). Recoveries improved
by PKR 183 billion (USD 660 million). Authorities also
report a national average tariff reduction of 20 percent
over the past two years, with further adjustments
expected. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Security forces intensify
counterterrorism operations amid rise in
militant activity

(Im) In recent days, Pakistani authorities reported a
series of counterterrorism and border-security
operations across multiple regions, reflecting
continued militant activity involving both Islamist and
separatist armed groups operating in different parts of
the country.

In Punjab, Pakistan's most populous province and the
country’s administrative and economic core, the
provincial Counter-Terrorism Department stated on
January 17 that it had arrested 49 suspected militants
over the preceding month through 425 intelligence-
based operations. Officials said weapons, explosives,
and banned materials were seized and 44 criminal
cases registered. Authorities framed the arrests as
preventive enforcement, noting concerns about
militant networks extending from neighboring Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, a province bordering Afghanistan that
has experienced a sustained increase in attacks on
security forces. [Arab News 1]

In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, police and military units
carried out intelligence-led operations in districts
including Bannu, Kurram, and Dera Ismail Khan.
Authorities reported killing several suspected
members of the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan, an
Islamist insurgent organization that has conducted
repeated attacks against Pakistani security forces since
the collapse of a ceasefire with the government in late
2022. The operations followed recent assaults on
police personnel and on local peace committees—
civilian groups organized to support state security
efforts in conflict-affected districts. [Arab News 2]
[Arab News 3] [Arab News 4]

Along the Pakistan-Afghanistan border, authorities
reported tightened controls at major crossings. At
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Torkham, one of the principal trade and transit points
between the two countries, customs officials seized
more than 21,000 rounds of ammunition concealed in
a vehicle arriving from Afghanistan. Pakistani officials
said the interception occurred amid heightened border
security and concerns over cross-border arms
movement. [Arab News 5]

In Balochistan, Pakistan’s largest but least populated
province, security forces reported multiple
engagements with separatist militants. Balochistan
borders both Iran and Afghanistan and has been the
site of a decades-long insurgency centered on
demands for greater autonomy and control over local
resources.

On January 16, the military said 12 militants were killed
in Kharan district during a clearance operation
following coordinated attacks on a police station and
two banks. In a separate operation in Kalat district,
security forces reported killing four additional
militants. [Arab News 6] [Arab News 7]

More recently, counterterrorism police reported that
five militants affiliated with the Balochistan Liberation
Army were killed in Mastung district during an
intelligence-based operation. Officials said the group
had planned to block the Quetta-Sibi highway, a key
arterial route linking the provincial capital to central
Pakistan, and to attack security forces and civilian
traffic. [Arab News 8]

Sri Lanka: Education reforms delayed as
curriculum controversy widens and
political pressure intensifies

(Im) Sri Lanka’s Cabinet has postponed planned Grade
6 curriculum reforms until 2027, turning what began as
a content dispute over a single English-language
module into a broader political and institutional test
for the government. The delay follows public, religious,
and political backlash over a proposed lesson
referencing homosexuality and related rights issues,
with critics arguing the material was inappropriate for
the age group and misaligned with prevailing social
norms [see AIR No. 2, January/2026, 2].

The government said the lesson was withdrawn before
classroom use and placed under internal review,
framing the one-year delay as a precautionary step
where parental confidence could not be assured.
Other components of the wider education reform
agenda—including administrative, infrastructure, and
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teacher-related measures—are set to proceed in 2026,
while Grade 1 reforms will continue as scheduled.

The controversy has since widened beyond policy
timing. A senior official at the National Institute of
Education, the state body responsible for curriculum
development, has been placed on compulsory leave in
connection with the Grade 6 English module. Two
additional NIE officials have been interdicted. Parallel
investigations are now under way, including a criminal
probe by the Criminal Investigation Department and a
separate internal inquiry by the NIE. [Daily Mirror 1]

Against this backdrop, the main opposition Samagi
Jana Balawegaya has intensified pressure on Harini
Amarasuriya, who also holds the education portfolio.
Opposition lawmakers have filed a complaint with the
Commission to Investigate Allegations of Bribery or
Corruption, alleging misuse or wastage of LKR 500
million (approximately USD 1.55 million) allocated for
education reforms. They argue that CIABOC's mandate
extends beyond bribery to cover improper or
inefficient use of public funds, and that political
accountability rests with the prime minister in her
capacity as education minister. The opposition has also
criticized the reform process for moving forward
without a formal white paper or broad stakeholder
consultation. [Daily Mirror 2]

In parallel, opposition parties have launched a public
petition calling for the prime minister’s resignation and
are preparing a no-confidence motion in parliament.
The push, however, has exposed fractures within the
opposition itself. The lllankai Tamil Arasu Kachchi has
indicated it will not support a no-confidence vote,
though other opposition figures contest whether this
stance reflects a wider consensus. [Daily Mirror 3]
[Daily Mirror 4]

Sri Lanka: Opposition gains control of
Colombo Municipal Council standing
committees

(Im) Sri Lanka's opposition has secured a majority in
most standing committees of the Colombo Municipal
Council (CMCQ), including the influential Finance
Standing Committee, shifting operational oversight
within the country's largest local government body.
Opposition members won committee seats by a 60-
vote majority, giving them control over key committees
that supervise budgeting, expenditures, and municipal
administration. The Finance Committee—responsible
for scrutiny of the council’s financial affairs—now
consists entirely of opposition-elected members,
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alongside the Mayor and Deputy Mayor, who sit as ex-
officio members.

The development marks a contrast with the council's
recent budget vote, where the ruling National People’s
Power (NPP) narrowly passed the budget,
underscoring a split between formal budget approval
and day-to-day committee control. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Parliament to debate probe
into Cyclone Ditwah preparedness

(Im) Sri Lanka's Parliament of Sri Lanka is scheduled
this week to debate a resolution to appoint a select
committee to examine alleged failures in preparedness
and response ahead of Cyclone Ditwah. The resolution
is set to be taken up on January 21, following
agreement at a party leaders’ meeting.

The opposition has formally asked Parliament Speaker
Jagath Wickramaratne to appoint an opposition
member as chair of the proposed committee and to
ensure that opposition lawmakers hold a majority of
seats, signaling concerns over oversight and
accountability. In parallel, Parliament has scheduled an
adjournment debate on the cyclone’s aftermath for the
same day, indicating that disaster preparedness and
institutional response failures have become a focal
issue across party lines. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government moves to establish
Salaries and Pensions Commission as
fiscal reform priority

(Im) The Sri Lankan government has announced that
the establishment of a Salaries and Pensions
Commission will be treated as a top policy priority,
positioning it as a key instrument for addressing long-
standing anomalies in public-sector pay and pension
structures while improving fiscal sustainability. The
announcement followed discussions between the
ministry and public-sector trade unions, which have
been pressing for the rapid establishment of the
commission to resolve disparities in salaries and
pensions across services. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Supreme Court petitions
challenge repeal of parliamentary
pensions
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(Im) Two Special Determination petitions have been
filed before the Supreme Court of Sri Lanka
challenging the constitutionality of proposed
legislation to repeal the Parliamentary Pensions Act.
The contested bill, titled the Parliamentary Pensions
(Repeal) Bill, was presented to parliament on January 7
by the justice minister.

The petitions were filed by groups of former members
of parliament who served between 1988 and 2010.
They argue that the proposed repeal violates
constitutional protections by retrospectively removing
pension entitlements from retired lawmakers,
including widows, many of whom rely on monthly
pensions of approximately LKR 60,000 to LKR 80,000,
equivalent to USD 204 to USD 272, as their primary
source of income. According to the petitioners, these
amounts already fall short of covering basic living and
medical expenses.

The petitioners contend that the repeal would affect
individuals who devoted long periods of their working
lives to public service, often at the cost of their
previous professions or businesses, and that removing
pension rights without transitional safeguards is
constitutionally impermissible.

They are seeking a determination that the bill requires
both approval by the people at a national referendum
and passage with a two-thirds majority in parliament
before it can become law. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: UN-backed report finds
persistent impunity for conflict-related
sexual violence

(Im) A UN-backed report covering the period from 1985
to 2024 concludes that Sri Lanka has consistently failed
to investigate and prosecute conflict-related sexual
violence linked to its civil war with the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and subsequent post-war
security operations. The report documents patterns of
rape, sexual torture, and other forms of sexual
violence primarily affecting Tamil civilians, an ethnic
minority at the center of the 1983-2009 conflict, with
alleged abuses attributed to state security forces
including the army, navy, air force, and specialized
police units, particularly in detention settings.

While a small number of cases resulted in convictions,
most investigations stalled, collapsed on evidentiary
grounds, or led to suspects being released on bail, and
the report notes that command responsibility has
rarely been examined even where perpetrators
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claimed to be acting under orders. It further finds that
survivor-support mechanisms, including the Office for
Reparations established in 2018, have failed to deliver
effective compensation, rehabilitation, or psychosocial
assistance.

The report calls on the government to acknowledge
past abuses, undertake legal reforms such as repealing
the Prevention of Terrorism Act, and establish an
independent investigative and prosecutorial
mechanism, warning that continued inaction will
prolong harm to survivors and expose Sri Lanka to
sustained international scrutiny over its accountability
obligations. [Daily Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: IMF fact-finding mission to
assess cyclone impact and review
financing program

(Im) The International Monetary Fund will send a fact-
finding mission to Sri Lanka from January 22 to 28 to
assess the economic and fiscal impact of Cyclone
Ditwah, a tropical storm that made landfall on Sri
Lanka's eastern coast in late November and that
brought extremely heavy rains, flooding, and
landslides across all 25 districts.

During the visit, the IMF team will evaluate cyclone-
related damage and hold consultations with Sri Lankan
authorities. In parallel, the mission will conduct policy-
level discussions linked to Sri Lanka’s Extended Fund
Facility (EFF), the IMF-supported financing program
underpinning the country’s ongoing macroeconomic
stabilization and reform process. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Foreign investor withdrawal
prompts calls for bureaucratic reform

(Im) Sri Lanka's investment climate has come under
renewed strain following the withdrawal of a China-
based firm behind the country’s first cable car project,
which cited regulatory obstruction and arbitrary state
action in its decision to exit the Ambuluwawa Cable Car
Project. In a formal communication to the Board of
Investment of Sri Lanka, the company said
construction had been suspended by the Central
Environmental Authority despite approvals from
multiple technical and political bodies, including the
Cabinet of Ministers and the Ministry of Defence.
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The company stated that it had already invested USD
3.5 million of a planned USD 12.75 million in the
project, which was structured as a Build-Operate-
Transfer arrangement. Under the agreement,
infrastructure valued at more than LKR 5 billion
(approximately USD 17 million) was to be transferred
to the Sri Lankan government at no cost after 13 years
of operation. The company rejected claims that the site
posed landslide risks, pointing to inspections by the
National Building Research Organisation following
severe weather events. It has indicated that it is
considering international legal action to recover losses
and criticized the lack of effective regulatory protection
for investors.

The company’s exit adds to a broader pattern of
foreign firms scaling back or withdrawing from Sri
Lanka since the 2022 economic crisis, citing regulatory
uncertainty, policy inconsistency, and administrative
delays. Recent departures or suspensions have
affected sectors including infrastructure, energy, retail,
and logistics. [Daily Mirror 1]

Thus, the withdrawal has triggered strong domestic
commentary, with opinion writers arguing that the
case illustrates deeper structural problems within Sri
Lanka's bureaucracy. Commentary published in local
media has accused entrenched administrative
practices—such as fragmented approvals,
discretionary enforcement, and informal rent-seeking
—of continuing to undermine investor confidence
despite the election of the National People’s Power
government on an anti-corruption and reform
platform. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Delegation of Chinese energy
firm expected for talks on USD 3.7 billion
refinery

(Im) A senior delegation from Sinopec, China’s state-
owned oil and petrochemicals company and one of the
world's largest energy firms, is expected to arrive in Sri
Lanka in early February to finalize negotiations on a
proposed USD 3.7 billion oil refinery project in
Hambantota, which—if concluded—would constitute
the largest single foreign direct investment in the
country’s history.

The memorandum of understanding for the project
was signed in January 2025 during President Anura
Kumara Dissanayake's visit to China. Implementation
has since been delayed after Sinopec sought
amendments to the original agreement, particularly
regarding greater access to Sri Lanka’'s domestic fuel
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market, an issue on which the government has taken a
more cautious stance.

Sri Lankan officials have stated that the agreement is
now expected to be finalized in the first quarter of
2026, following recent discussions between Sri Lanka’s
foreign minister and Wang Yi during his transit visit to
Colombo. Earlier plans to conclude the deal in late
2025 and January 2026 were postponed.

If implemented, the refinery—originally approved in
2023—would have a planned processing capacity of
200,000 barrels of crude oil per day and would be
located near the Chinese-built and operated
Hambantota Port, further anchoring Hambantota's role
in Sri Lanka's energy and logistics infrastructure. [Daily
Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government accelerates wind
power expansion, surpasses renewable
energy targets

(Im) Sri Lanka has surpassed several of its national
renewable energy expansion targets, driven primarily
by accelerated wind power deployment in the northern
Mannar region, according to Energy Minister Kumara
Jayakody. The government added 2,695 megawatts of
renewable capacity by 2025, well above the planned
target of 1,848 megawatts, and has already secured
agreements totaling 12,789.5 megawatts for the 2025-
2029 period, compared with an original plan of 9,759
megawatts. Contracts signed for 2026 alone exceed
official targets, indicating faster-than-expected project
execution. [Daily Mirror 1]

The announcements coincided with the launch and
commissioning of multiple wind power projects under
the patronage of President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake, in line with Sri Lanka’s policy objective of
achieving net-zero carbon emissions by 2050. A newly
launched 50-megawatt wind project in Mannar is
expected to generate approximately 207 million
kilowatt-hours annually and supply electricity to the
national grid at USD 0.0465 per unit, one of the lowest
wind power tariffs recorded in the country.
Construction is scheduled for completion in March
2027. [Daily Mirror 2]

Separately, a 20-megawatt wind power plantin
Mannar was formally connected to the national grid,
marking the first deployment in Sri Lanka of wind
turbines with individual capacities of five megawatts.
Officials highlighted the strategic importance of the
Mannar corridor as a high-yield wind zone and


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-ei/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-ei/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-ed/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-eh/

emphasized that the recent projects strengthen energy
security, reduce long-term generation costs, and
support fiscal stability by lowering reliance on
imported fossil fuels. [Daily Mirror 3]

Sri Lanka: Police secure 95 Interpol red
notices against overseas-based organized
crime suspects

(Im) Sri Lankan police said they have obtained 95
Interpol red notices targeting organized crime suspects
believed to be hiding abroad, with a focus on
individuals linked to online criminal activity. 10
suspects were returned to Sri Lanka in 2024 and 11 in
2025 through red notice procedures. In parallel, 21
suspects were extradited between 2024 and 2025
under Sri Lanka's Extradition Act.

Police said the latest enforcement actions resulted in
three suspects—two men and one woman—being
brought back to Sri Lanka on January 16, 2026.
Authorities stated that identification efforts continue
for overseas-based suspects involved in organized and
online crimes, with red notices remaining a primary
mechanism for international cooperation and returns.
[Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Sharp rise in drug use in
country’s central region highlights
expanding narcotics challenge

(Im) Sri Lankan authorities have warned of a sharp
escalation in drug abuse, with addiction in Kandy—a
major urban center in the country's central highlands
and a key transport and administrative hub—rising
fivefold in 2025 compared with the previous year,
according to police data. Law enforcement reports
show significant increases in the circulation of heroin
and crystal methamphetamine (“ice”) in the district,
alongside detections of drug use among public
transport drivers, raising concerns over public safety
beyond criminal activity alone.

Officials also report a broader nationwide shift in drug
consumption patterns, with increasing use among
affluent and professional groups, as well as women in
higher social positions and school-age children—
demographics previously less prominent in drug-
related enforcement statistics. Authorities describe Sri
Lanka as an emerging transit point within regional and
international drug trafficking routes, compounding
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domestic consumption risks. [Daily Mirror 1] [Daily
Mirror 2]
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Cambodia: Date of 2027 local elections set

(dqgl) Prime Minister Hun Manet has set June 6, 2027, as
the date for the next commune and sangkat (urban
local administrative unit) elections, formally launching
nationwide preparations for a new cycle of local
governance. Key ministries have been instructed to
coordinate the organization and financing of the vote,
though the government has not indicated how many
political parties will be allowed to participate. [Kiripost]

Cambodia: Opposition official detained
over critical social media posts

(dqgl) Authorities have arrested and detained an
opposition local official over social media comments
criticizing the government's handling of border
tensions with Thailand and its response to online scam
networks. Vorn Varn, a provincial official from the
Nation Power Party, has been charged with incitement,
an offense that carries a possible prison sentence of
up to two years.

Police argue that his posts undermined public order
and encouraged opposition to the current leadership,
while his party has denounced the move as politically
motivated and called for his release.
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Human rights groups say the case adds to a broader
pattern of detentions linked to political activism and
online expression. According to local rights group
LICADHO, roughly 100 individuals in Cambodia are
currently being held in connection with their activism
or the peaceful expression of their views. [Khmer
Times]

Cambodia: Al-driven waste management
deal with Chinese environmental
technology company signed

(dgl) Cambodia’s Ministry of Environment and China’s
MIZUDA Group— a Chinese environmental technology
company specializing in waste management, recycling,
and waste-to-energy solutions—have signed a 10-year
cooperation agreement to enhance waste
management and recycling through artificial
intelligence, reinforcing long-term environmental and
technology collaboration between the two countries.

The deal focuses on waste evaluation, recycling, and
waste-to-energy solutions, building on more than five
years of prior cooperation and following Cambodia’s
push to attract Chinese investment in green
technologies.

MIZUDA's Al-driven systems, capable of converting
waste into energy and reusable products, is expected
to support Cambodia’s circular economy strategy and
emissions reduction goals. [Cambodianess]

Cambodia: Over USD 500 Million to be
issued in government securities

(mi) In an effort to deepen local capital, the Ministry of
Economy and Finance (MEF) has announced it will
issue USD 524 million in government securities in
2026, through the National Bank of Cambodia Platform
(NBCP).

These bonds are intended to develop the local capital
market and provide opportunities for investors.
Minister of Economy and Finance, Aun Pornmoniroth,
has stated that the bonds will be used to “finance
investment expenditure and maintain the national
budget balance”

Cambodian's current debt-to-GDP ratio remains below
40 percent, well within the international thresholds for
emerging economies. [Khmer Times]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-sj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-sj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-st/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-si/

Cambodia: Displacement remains concern
despite end of border conflict

(mi) Since the ceasefire agreement between Thailand
and Cambodia has come into effect late December,
hundreds of thousands of internally displaced
Cambodians have been able to return to their homes.
However, as of January 15, more than 140,000 people
remain displaced, across more than 102 refugee sites
nationwide. [The Phnom Penh Post]

Meanwhile, a report from the Ministry of Labour and
Vocational Training has revealed that approximately
950,000 Cambodians have returned from Thailand
since June 2025. Of these, approximately 850,000 were
migrant workers that had been working in the Thai
economy, while an additional 60,000 were children.
[Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Phnom Penh detains 75 foreign
nationals in nationwide cyber scam
crackdown

(dgl) Cambodian authorities have detained dozens of
foreign nationals in Phnom Penh as part of a
nationwide campaign against online scam operations,
reflecting an intensified push to curb technology-based
crime.

In coordinated inspections on January 16, police
arrested 75 suspects of multiple nationalities at two
locations in the capital for alleged involvement in
online scams and immigration violations.

The operation forms part of a broader enforcement
drive launched this month, which has seen raids across
Phnom Penh, Battambang and Siem Reap and led to
more than 160 detentions so far. [Khmer Times]

Indonesia: Government reassures on
direct elections as election reform debate
sparks criticism

(ms) Indonesia’s government and parliament have
moved to calm public concern over sweeping electoral
reforms, insisting that revisions to election laws in
2026 will not dismantle the country's system of direct
presidential elections, even as controversy continues
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over proposals to roll back direct voting at the local
level.

Senior officials said that ongoing discussions on
revising the General Elections Law are aimed primarily
at aligning legislation with recent Constitutional Court
rulings, not at restoring the pre-2004 system under
which presidents were elected by the People's
Consultative Assembly (MPR). Both the government
and the House of Representatives (DPR) emphasized
that the president and vice president will continue to
be chosen directly by voters, reaffirming a core
principle of Indonesia’s post-authoritarian democratic
framework.

The reassurances come amid heightened public
sensitivity following reports that President Prabowo
Subianto’s ruling coalition is considering ending direct
elections for governors, regents, and mayors. Under
the proposal, regional heads would instead be selected
by local legislatures (DPRD), a model last used during
the New Order era under former president Suharto.
While coalition leaders argue that indirect elections
could reduce campaign costs and curb vote-buying,
critics warn the change would weaken accountability,
democratic representation and shift money politics
into legislative bargaining. [See AR No. 2,
January/2026, 2]

A nationwide survey by Lingkaran Survei Indonesia
underscored the scale of public resistance, finding that
more than two-thirds of respondents oppose ending
direct regional elections. The opposition cuts across
regions, income groups, and age cohorts, suggesting
broad-based concern rather than narrow political
discontent.

Government representatives have sought to draw a
distinction between formal legislative work and
political debate. They said proposals to elect regional
leaders through DPRDs have not been formally
included in the DPR's 2026 National Legislative
Program and remain outside the current scope of the
Election Law revision. Instead, lawmakers are focusing
on technical and structural changes required by court
decisions, including the future sequencing of national
and regional elections from 2029.

Nonetheless, analysts note that the debate over local
elections is unlikely to fade. Direct local polls have
enabled non-establishment candidates to win office
and reduced the dominance of party elites in some
regions. Moving selection to legislatures would
concentrate power within parties and coalitions,
potentially narrowing political competition. [Antara 1]
[Antara 2]
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Indonesia: “Resilience diplomacy” frames
foreign policy under Prabowo, but
delivery questions persist

(ms) During Indonesia’s annual foreign policy address
on 14 January, Foreign Minister Sugiono has presented
Indonesia’'s conceptual foreign policy narrative for its
external posture, branding Jakarta's approach as
“resilience diplomacy” in response to a perceived
fragmented and increasingly transactional global
order. Reigniting debate over the direction of
Indonesian foreign and defense policy under President
Prabowo Subianto, particularly regarding prioritization,
institutional balance, and the growing prominence of
defense diplomacy.

In his address, Sugiono described a world marked by
weakening multilateralism, selective adherence to
international rules, and intensifying power
competition. In this environment, he argued, Indonesia
can no longer rely primarily on global institutions to
safeguard its interests, but must strengthen its own
political, economic, and security foundations.
“Resilience” was presented as the guiding principle for
maintaining strategic autonomy in what he termed a
“multiplex world order,” allowing Indonesia to
cooperate widely while avoiding formal alignment or
dependence on any single power.

The minister stressed that Jakarta remains committed
to multilateral engagement, including ASEAN and the
United Nations, but framed these platforms in more
instrumental terms. Cooperation, whether economic,
diplomatic, or security-related, should deliver tangible
benefits and enhance national capacity. Defense and
economic partnerships were singled out as key pillars
of resilience, alongside the protection of Indonesian
citizens abroad and continued support for
humanitarian causes.

Observers note that this framing aligns closely with the
foreign and defense policy style of Prabowo
presidency. Since taking office, Prabowo has pursued
an unusually visible and leader-driven diplomacy,
marked by frequent overseas travel, high-level bilateral
engagements, and a strong emphasis on defense
cooperation and military modernization.

Defense diplomacy has become particularly prominent
under Prabowo's tenure. Expanded military exercises,
diversification of arms suppliers, and intensified
security dialogues are widely interpreted as efforts to
strengthen deterrence while preserving non-alignment
through multiple partnerships. Supporters argue that



this approach enhances Indonesia’s autonomy and
credibility in a more competitive Indo-Pacific
environment. Critics, however, caution that a defense-
forward posture risks blurring the line between
strategic autonomy and implicit alignment, especially
as military signaling becomes more consequential in
regional geopolitics.

Sugiono’s “resilience diplomacy” appears to serve, in
part, as an attempt by the Foreign Ministry to
systematize and provide doctrinal coherence to this
early phase of the Prabowo administration. By
embedding presidential activism within a broader
narrative of national capacity-building, the speech
sought to anchor foreign policy in institutional
language rather than personal initiative alone.

Several areas of uncertainty remain. The address
offered limited guidance on prioritization among
Indonesia’s many partnerships, on how defence
activism will be balanced with democratic values and
civilian oversight, or on how ASEAN centrality will be
operationalized amid increasingly bilateral
engagements. These questions are sharpened by
domestic debates over the expanding role of the
military in civilian affairs, which have heightened
sensitivity to any foreign policy narrative that
foregrounds security without equal emphasis on
governance and accountability. [InfoPublik]
[Kumparan] [The Jakarta Post 1] [The Jakarta Post 2]
[The Southeast Asia Desk]

Indonesia: President Prabowo
increasingly governs from private estate

(ms) President Prabowo Subianto is making growing
use of his private estate in Hambalang, West Java, as a
venue for official state business, underscoring a shift in
how and where presidential authority is exercised
under his administration.

Located about 60 kilometers from Jakarta, the forested
Hambalang compound has long functioned as
Prabowo's personal retreat. Since he took office,
however, it has increasingly hosted activities normally
associated with the presidential palace, including
cabinet meetings, policy retreats, discussions with
business leaders, and engagements with foreign
envoys. The estate has also been used for emergency
briefings and high-level coordination meetings,
signaling its emergence as an informal center of
power.
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Earlier this month, Prabowo convened more than 100
cabinet members at Hambalang for a leadership
retreat to review government performance and outline
priorities for 2026. The gathering resulted in several
policy decisions, including the establishment of a task
force to accelerate post-disaster rehabilitation and
reconstruction in Sumatra. Similar meetings, once
routinely held in Jakarta, are now regularly conducted
at the private residence. [See Indonesia Business Post]

Observers link this pattern to Prabowo’s centralized
leadership style, favoring direct control, discipline, and
close personal oversight and alignment. Analysts note
that governing from a private estate allows him to
shape discussions in a more controlled environment,
outside the formal protocols of the presidential palace,
while reinforcing a leadership model centered on
personal authority.

At the same time, the trend has raised questions
among political analysts about institutional norms.
Critics argue that the growing reliance on a private
venue for state affairs blurs the boundary between
personal space and public office, potentially reducing
transparency and weakening established bureaucratic
processes. Comparisons have been drawn to earlier
periods in Indonesian politics when leaders exercised
power from private or semi-private residences closely
tied to their personal authority.

Government officials have sought to downplay such
concerns, emphasizing that all meetings held at
Hambalang produce decisions that follow formal legal
and administrative procedures. Supporters also argue
that the setting improves efficiency and coordination,
particularly during intensive policy discussions. [The
Jakarta Post] [The Star]

Indonesia: Government pursues climate
accountability with lawsuits over flood-
linked deforestation

(jn) Indonesia’s government has filed civil lawsuits
against six companies, seeking IDR 4.8 trillion (around
USD 280 million) in damages for alleged environmental
destruction in flood-prone areas of Sumatra, following
deadly floods in late 2025 that killed more than 1,000
people. The Ministry of Environment said the claims
cover both environmental damage and the estimated
costs of ecosystem restoration across more than 2,500
hectares. The lawsuits were submitted to courts in
Jakarta and Medan on January 16.
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Environment Minister Hanif Faisol Nurofiq framed the
legal action as an application of the “polluter pays”
principle, arguing that companies profiting from
environmental degradation must be held responsible
for remediation. The ministry has not disclosed details
of the alleged violations nor fully identified the
defendant's companies.

Environmental groups welcomed the move but
criticized it as limited in scope. Greenpeace Indonesia
argued that deforestation, compounded by climate
change, significantly exacerbated the flooding and that
the government itself bears responsibility for granting
land-clearing permits to corporations operating in
vulnerable areas. [Al Jazeera]

Indonesia: Anti-graft probe into hajj quota
draws scrutiny over role of powerful
Islamic organization

(ms) Indonesia’s Corruption Eradication Commission
(KPK) is investigating alleged corruption in the
allocation of the 2024 hajj pilgrimage quota, a case that
has taken on wider political significance because it
involves figures linked to Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), the
country’s largest and most influential Islamic
organization.

NU claims a membership base of around 90 million
people, making it one of the largest Muslim
organizations in the world. Beyond its religious role,
NU operates thousands of schools, universities and
social institutions and exerts substantial political
influence. Many senior politicians and cabinet
members, including former religious affairs minister
Yaqut Cholil Qoumas, are NU figures or have close ties
to the organization, making any investigation involving
NU-linked officials particularly sensitive.

The KPK has confirmed it questioned two NU
executives as witnesses: Aizzudin Abdurrahman, a
senior official at NU's central board, and Muzakki
Cholis, a regional NU leader in Jakarta. Investigators
are examining whether they acted as intermediaries
who connected private travel agencies offering
premium hajj packages with officials at the Ministry of
Religious Affairs, allegedly in exchange for bribes to
secure additional quota allocations. Neither has been
named a suspect.

The case centers on how extra hajj slots granted by
Saudi Arabia in 2024 were distributed. Under
Indonesian regulations, only a limited share of the
quota is reserved for special or premium pilgrimages,
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but investigators allege the split was altered in ways
that benefited certain operators and generated illicit
profits.

Former minister Yaqut, himself a prominent NU cleric,
has been named a suspect, and the KPK estimates
potential state losses could exceed IDR 1 trillion (USD
60 million). Observers say the investigation will test the
antigraft agency’s willingness to scrutinize powerful
religious and political networks, as well as its
independence amid Indonesia’s shifting political
landscape. [The Jakarta Post] [Voice of Indonesia]

Indonesia: Online critic found guilty over
August riot post but spared prison term

(ms) A Jakarta court has found an online government
critic guilty of incitement over a social media post
made during the nationwide unrest in August 2025,
but stopped short of sending her to prison, a decision
that has drawn mixed reactions from legal observers
and rights advocates.

The South Jakarta District Court on January 15
sentenced Laras Faizati Khairunnisa to six months'’
imprisonment for violating Article 161(1) of Indonesia’s
Criminal Code, which criminalizes public incitement to
violence. However, the panel of judges suspended the
sentence and ordered her immediate release, placing
her under a one-year probation period instead.

Laras was charged over an Instagram Story uploaded
at the height of the August protests, in which she
stated that her office was located near National Police
headquarters and urged people to “burn the building
down and get them all.” Judges ruled that the post was
made deliberately at a time when public anger was
high and had the potential to threaten public safety by
inciting mass violence against state officials.

In handing down the suspended sentence, presiding
judge | Ketut Darpawan said the court had taken into
account mitigating factors, including Laras’ lack of
involvement in organizing protests or mobilizing others
beyond the single post, as well as her personal
background and conduct during the trial. The judges
concluded that imprisonment would have a
detrimental impact on her future and that probation
was a more appropriate punishment.

Prosecutors had earlier sought a one-year prison term,
arguing that Laras’ post posed a serious risk to public
order during a volatile period marked by clashes
between protesters and security forces. The unrest
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erupted in late August 2025 amid public anger over
alleged police brutality, rising living costs, and
perceived political privilege among lawmakers, with
some demonstrations turning violent after police
interventions. [See AiR No. 52, December/2025, 5]

Human rights groups have criticized the guilty verdict,
warning that it reflects a broader pattern of using
incitement provisions to curb online expression
following protests. While welcoming her release from
prison, they argue the conviction itself risks chilling
dissent and narrowing space for public criticism during
times of political tension. [The Jakarta Post]

Indonesia: Prabowo targets expansion of
public-school program to 500 schools by
2029

(ms) President Prabowo Subianto has announced
plans to significantly expand Indonesia’s Sekolah
Rakyat (People's School) program, positioning it as a
flagship initiative to tackle extreme poverty through
education. The government aims to increase the
number of Sekolah Rakyat sites to 500 schools by
2029, up from 166 schools that have completed their
first semester of operation.

Prabowo outlined the target during the inauguration of
new schools in Banjarbaru, South Kalimantan, saying
the program is intended to transform the lives of
children from Indonesia’s poorest households. Each
Sekolah Rakyat operates as a fully state-funded
boarding school, offering free education, meals, and
accommodation to students from families classified in
the lowest income brackets. The President said his goal
is for children in these groups to gain long-term
opportunities and for extreme poverty to be
eliminated by the end of his term.

Social Affairs Minister Saifullah “Gus Ipul” Yusuf
reported that nearly 16,000 students are currently
enrolled across the existing schools nationwide. Many
of the students had never attended school or had
dropped out earlier due to financial hardship, often
entering the workforce at a young age to support their
families.

Following the announcement, education experts and
policy observers began raising concerns about the
pace of expansion. They caution that scaling up to 500
boarding schools within a few years could strain
resources and make it difficult to maintain consistent
teaching standards, particularly in remote areas.
Analysts also warn that success should not be
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measured solely by enrollment numbers, but by
learning outcomes, student well-being, and long-term
social impact. [The Jakarta Post]

Indonesia: Poverty alleviation set as
central pillar of 2026 development agenda

(ms) Indonesia’s government has placed poverty
alleviation at the core of its 2026 development
strategy, underscoring the challenge facing Southeast
Asia’s largest economy despite years of steady growth.
While Indonesia has significantly reduced poverty over
the past two decades, millions remain vulnerable to
economic shocks, inflation, climate-related disasters,
and uneven access to services.

According to official data, Indonesia’s national poverty
rate has declined to single digits, but extreme poverty
persists in rural areas, eastern provinces, and disaster-
prone regions. The economic fallout from recent floods
and landslides in Sumatra, combined with rising food
and energy costs, has highlighted structural
weaknesses in social protection and income resilience.

Under the 2026 Government Work Plan (RKP),
authorities are prioritizing more targeted and data-
driven interventions. A key pillar is the rollout of the
National Socio-Economic Single Data (DTSEN), intended
to improve the accuracy and delivery of social
assistance. The government is also expanding welfare
cards to cover basic needs and introducing affirmative
business cards to support micro-enterprises through
skills training and access to capital. [Antara]

Indonesia: Government and central bank
deploy fiscal backstop and currency tools
for 2026

(jn/ms) Indonesia is preparing to rely more heavily on
coordinated fiscal and monetary measures to support
economic growth in 2026, as foreign investment
momentum slows and currency pressures persist.

Recent reports indicate that Bank Indonesia (BI) is
preparing to transfer accumulated surplus funds to the
state budget, creating a fiscal backstop for priority
government programmes next year. The mechanism
allows the government to fund spending without
increasing public debt, highlighting close coordination
between fiscal and monetary authorities as external
conditions become more challenging.
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The policy shift comes as Indonesia faces weaker
foreign direct investment inflows. According to official
data cited by Reuters, FDI rose just 0.1 percent in 2025
to IDR 900.9 trillion (USD 53.4 billion), a sharp
slowdown from 21 percent growth in 2024. Investment
picked up modestly in the fourth quarter after three
consecutive quarters of contraction, but officials
acknowledged that global uncertainty and domestic
political disruptions weighed on inflows. Authorities
are now pinning hopes on the sovereign wealth fund
Danantara to help attract new investment through co-
investment and risk-sharing arrangements.

At the same time, the Indonesian rupiah has traded
near historic lows against major currencies, prompting
Bl to intervene repeatedly in foreign exchange
markets. The central bank has said its actions are
aimed at stabilising the currency and maintaining
investor confidence, rather than defending a specific
exchange rate level. Analysts cited by Reuters expect
intervention to continue as long as global volatility and
capital flow pressures persist.

Observers say the combination of surplus transfers,
targeted fiscal support, and active currency
management reflects a more integrated
macroeconomic strategy. With external demand
uncertain and FDI growth subdued, Indonesia is
increasingly using domestic policy tools to stabilise
markets and underpin growth heading into 2026. .
[IntelliNews] [The Edge Singapore] [Reuters]

Indonesia signals shift in central bank
leadership with nomination of president’s
nephew

(jn/ms) Indonesia’s President Prabowo Subianto has
nominated his nephew, Thomas Djiwandono, to serve
as deputy governor of Bank Indonesia, a move that has
drawn scrutiny from investors and policymakers over
governance standards and central bank independence.
The nomination requires approval by the parliament.

Djiwandono, who currently serves as vice finance
minister, has held several roles within Indonesia’s
economic policy apparatus and is considered a trusted
figure within the administration. However, his close
family relationship with the president has raised
questions about nepotism and the extent to which
political influence could shape leadership
appointments at the central bank, an institution legally
mandated to operate independently.
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The nomination comes at a sensitive time for
Indonesia’s economy. Bank Indonesia has been actively
intervening in foreign exchange markets to stabilize
the rupiah, which has been trading near historic lows
amid global volatility. Following reports of
Djiwandono’s nomination, the rupiah extended its
recent losses, reflecting investor caution over potential
shifts in policy credibility and institutional
independence. [Reuters]

Indonesia: Government delays B50
biodiesel mandate, links rollout to price
gap and raises palm oil export levies

(jn) Indonesia has confirmed that it will not introduce a
mandatory B50 biodiesel blend in 2026, retaining the
current B40 mandate due to funding constraints,
technical readiness concerns, and unfavorable market
conditions, government officials said this week.
Authorities stressed that any future rollout of B50
would depend primarily on the price gap between
conventional diesel and crude palm oil (CPO), as well
as the completion of engine and fuel performance
tests.

Coordinating Minister for Economic Affairs Airlangga
Hartarto said President Prabowo Subianto had
instructed ministries to maintain B40 this year while
continuing preparations for a possible B50
implementation at a later stage. Officials noted that
under current conditions, with palm oil trading at a
widening premium over fossil fuels, a higher biodiesel
blend would significantly increase subsidy costs.
Ongoing trials for B50 fuels, particularly for trains,
heavy equipment, and industrial machinery, have yet
to be completed.

To sustain the biodiesel subsidy scheme, the
government will raise crude palm oil export levies to
12.5 percent from March 1, up from 10 percent, while
levies on refined products will also increase. The
export levies fund the state-managed biodiesel
programme, which has expanded steadily from B15 in
2015 to near-universal B40 usage today, placing
increasing strain on subsidy financing. [Reuters]
[World Energy News]

Indonesia: Planned anti-disinformation
law raises press freedom concerns
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(jn/ms) Indonesia’s government is considering new
legislation to counter disinformation and foreign
propaganda, a move that has raised immediate
concern among journalists, civil society groups and
legal experts, over the implication for the country's
press freedom the possible misuse to prosecute critics
and dissidents.

Senior officials have confirmed discussions around a
proposed Draft Law on Countering Disinformation and
Foreign Propaganda, following instructions from
President Prabowo Subianto to begin preparatory
work. Although the government says the proposal
remains at a preliminary stage, an academic
manuscript underpinning the initiative provides insight
into its intended scope and mechanisms.

According to the document, the proposed law would
treat disinformation as an organized and systemic
threat to democracy, public order and national
security. Rather than focusing primarily on individual
users, the bill would regulate the wider information
ecosystem, including digital and non-digital platforms,
social media companies, broadcasting institutions and
organized actors such as paid influencers or so-called
“buzzers.” It would also target coordinated networks
involving fake accounts, bots, monetized misleading
content and cross-border information operations
attributed to foreign actors.

The draft framework envisages a combination of
preventive and punitive measures, including platform
obligations to detect and mitigate disinformation,
administrative sanctions for non-compliance and
criminal penalties for serious or repeated violations.
Officials argue that existing laws, including the
Information and Electronic Transactions (ITE) Law, are
fragmented and inadequate to address coordinated
disinformation campaigns in a systematic way.

Civil society organizations, including the Indonesian
Legal Aid Foundation (YLBHI), warn that vague
definitions of “foreign disinformation” and
“propaganda” could enable selective enforcement and
further restrict legitimate journalism, political criticism
and public debate. They also caution that expanding
criminal provisions risks reinforcing patterns of legal
pressure against dissent.

The government says safeguards are under discussion
to protect freedom of expression and legitimate
reporting, stressing that the bill has not yet entered
formal drafting. Observers note that how these
safeguards are defined will be critical in determining
whether the law strengthens information integrity or



deepens concerns over shrinking civic space in
Indonesia. [Antara News] [Tempo] [The Jakarta Post]

Indonesia cancels Vice-Presidential visit to
West Papua amid security concerns

(jn) Indonesia’s Vice President Gibran Rakabuming
Raka postponed a planned working visit to Yahukimo
District in West Papua after authorities cited security
concerns following reports of an attack on an aircraft
in the area. Government and military officials
confirmed that conditions on the ground were not
considered sufficiently secure to proceed with the trip,
which had been scheduled for mid-January.

According to regional commanders, intelligence
assessments and field reports indicated possible
threats from armed groups in the area that could
disrupt the visit, prompting recommendations that it
be delayed until conditions improve. A spokesperson
for the joint task force responsible for protecting
senior officials stated that ensuring safety was a
priority in deciding to postpone the working visit.

Multiple reports said that fighters from an armed
faction in the region released videos claiming
responsibility for firing on an aircraft approaching
Dekai, the capital of Yahukimo, though officials were
unable to independently verify whether the aircraft
was hit. The armed group's leader asserted his forces
were on standby and ongoing tensions between
separatist factions and security forces have affected
planning for official engagements. [West Papua Voice]

Prior to the postponement, the vice president had
completed official visits to other parts of Papua,
including stops in Biak and Wamena. Government
statements emphasized that the decision to delay the
visit did not signal a change in commitment to
development objectives in Yahukimo, and authorities
indicated that the trip would be rescheduled once the
security situation is assessed as fully conducive.
[Antara News]

Adjustments to official travel plans reflect broader
security dynamics in Papua, where clashes between
Indonesian security forces and armed groups have
occurred intermittently. Government officials continue
efforts to coordinate development projects and
maintain stability in the region while monitoring local
conditions. [Pacific Scoop] [TheAsialLive]
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Laos: World Bank leads new push to
strengthen education and health
workforce

(ms) The World Bank has approved a USD 35 million
project to improve the performance of teachers and
health workers in Laos, underscoring growing concern
over human capital constraints as public services face
persistent shortages and uneven quality. The six-year
project, approved on January 16, focuses on
strengthening staff management systems, professional
training, and workforce retention in primary education
and frontline health care.

The initiative, titled Improving Frontline Workers
Performance in Education and Health, targets long-
standing structural weaknesses. In education, the
initiative will support continuous professional
development for primary school teachers through
classroom observation, learning assessments, and
updated training programs, including a two-year in-
service bachelor's degree pathway. The program is
designed to help currently employed teachers—many
of whom entered the profession under earlier diploma
or certificate schemes—upgrade their qualifications to
meet newer national diploma requirements without
leaving the classroom, particularly in rural and
underserved areas.

In health care, the project will reinforce registration
and licensing systems, improve pre-service and in-
service training, and introduce incentives to attract and
retain qualified personnel in rural and underserved
areas. District hospitals and health centers in eight
provinces are expected to benefit from targeted
training and retention measures, alongside reforms to
national systems for workforce planning and
deployment.

The project comes as Laos grapples with declining
public investment in social sectors. Public spending on
education and health fell from 4.9 percent of gross
domestic product in 2013 to an estimated 2.3 percent
in 2023. At the same time, teacher and health worker
shortages persist nationwide, particularly in remote
areas, while surveys point to stalled or reversed gains
in learning outcomes and child nutrition.

Complementing the World Bank-backed reforms, Laos
has also secured more targeted funding for secondary
education. On December 19, 2025, the Ministry of
Education and Sports signed a USD 1.35 million
agreement with the Education Development Fund
(EDF-Lao), a regional non-profit organization, to
support secondary and high school students in four
southern provinces.



Implemented under the project's fourth phase, the
initiative targets Khammouane, Savannakhet, Sekong,
and Salavanh provinces, focusing on students aged 10
to 18 from rural and disadvantaged communities. The
program aims to improve teaching quality, expand
access to schooling, and provide technical support
aligned with the national Education and Sports Sector
Development Plan.

The funding addresses persistent gaps in secondary
education. According to UNESCO and World Bank data,
net enrollment at the lower secondary level stands at
about 60 percent nationwide, with significantly lower
participation in rural areas. Roughly 18 percent of
students drop out before completing lower secondary
education, while teacher shortages and multi-grade
teaching remain common in remote provinces. [The
Laotian Times 1] [The Laotian Times 2]

Laos: Economic stabilization gains
momentum as government targets 6
percent growth in 2026

(ms) After several years marked by high inflation,
currency pressures, and strained public finances, Laos
is showing clearer signs of macroeconomic
stabilization, even as structural vulnerabilities persist.
With inflation easing and fiscal performance improving,
the government has set a target of at least six percent
economic growth in 2026, seeking to consolidate
recent gains while advancing reforms and major
infrastructure projects.

The government announced the 2026 growth target
following the Second Enlarged Government Meeting
held on January 12-13, with officials emphasizing
stronger public finances and infrastructure investment
as key drivers. Under current plans, state revenue is
expected to reach at least 20 percent of gross
domestic product, supported by reforms to modernize
tax administration, close compliance gaps, and
improve collection efficiency.

Recent data point to a notable improvement in price
stability. According to the Bank of the Lao PDR, average
inflation declined to 7.7 percent in 2025, down from
23.13 percent in 2024 and a peak of more than 31
percent in 2023. Central bank officials attributed the
easing to a more stable exchange rate, tighter
monetary management, and foreign exchange
reserves sufficient to cover more than six months of
imports. However, despite lower inflation, living costs
remain elevated, as consumer prices rose sharply in
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earlier years, particularly for food, healthcare, utilities,
and imported goods.

Fiscal performance has also strengthened. The Ministry
of Finance reported that tax and customs revenue
reached LAK 22.85 billion, equivalent to about USD
1.06 million, in 2025, exceeding the annual target of
LAK 18.5 billion. For 2026, authorities have set a higher
revenue goal of LAK 25.72 billion, or roughly USD 1.19
million, alongside plans to update tax laws and expand
the use of digital systems to reduce leakage.

Infrastructure and energy investment remain central to
the growth strategy. Priority projects include the first
phase of the Laos-Vietnam railway linking
Khammouane Province to the border, a planned
second Mekong River rail bridge connecting Vientiane
with Thailand, and continued expansion of the power
sector. In December 2025, Laos inaugurated a 1,000-
megawatt solar power plant in Oudomxay Province,
the largest in the country, reinforcing its role as a
regional energy exporter.

Looking beyond 2026, the government’s 10th Five-Year
National Socio-Economic Development Plan targets
sustained annual growth of at least six percent and
aims to raise gross domestic product per capita to USD
3,104 by 2030. While recent indicators suggest
improving stability, officials and analysts caution that
maintaining momentum will depend on continued
fiscal discipline, effective reform implementation, and
resilience to external shocks. [The Laotian Times 1]
[The Laotian Times 2] [The Laotian Times 3]

Malaysia: UMNO general assembly
exposes deepening anti-DAP sentiment
and Malay unity push

(dqgl) The United Malays National Organisation
(UMNO)'s general assembly last week was dominated
by sharp anti-Democratic Action Party (DAP) rhetoric
and renewed calls to consolidate Malay political
support under UMNO—country's largest Malay-Islam
political party—, highlighted by UMNO Youth chief
Akmal Saleh's vow to confront DAP aggressively and his
decision to step down from a state post to do so.
[Business Today]

UMNO and DAP are both part of Malaysia's current
Unity Government formed after the 2022 general
election. However, they do not belong to the same
party coalition. While the DAP is a core party of
Pakatan Harapan (PH), the largest of the three political
coalitions with 82 seats in the House of
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Representatives, UMNO is the main party in Barisan
Nasional (BN), the smallest coalition with 30 seats.

While grassroots delegates repeatedly framed DAP as
the main adversary, senior leaders attempted to
moderate the tone and redirect attention to Malay
unity and UMNO's long-term survival. Party president
Ahmad Zahid Hamidi promoted UMNO as a
permanent “rumah besar” (Malay house) rather than a
temporary coalition of Malay parties, implicitly
acknowledging that UMNO no longer monopolizes
Malay representation amid competition from the
Malaysian Islamic Party (Parti Islam Se-Malaysia, PAS)
and Malaysian United Indigenous Party (Parti Pribumi
Bersatu Malaysia, BERSATU). PAS and BERSATU are
both members of the opposition Perikatan Nasional
(PN) coalition which holds 71 seats in the House of
Representatives.

Other leaders, including vice-president Johari Ghani,
downplayed DAP as a threat and argued that UMNO's
core problem lies in its inability to unite the Malay
electorate. Deputy president Mohamad Hasan rejected
pressure for UMNO to quit the unity government and
dismissed attempts to provoke the party, while leaders
emphasized maintaining government stability despite
internal tensions. [Free Malaysia]

In addition, the general assembly overwhelmingly
endorsed a loose, informal “grand collaboration” to
unite Malay-Islamic political parties around shared
interests, without merging parties or destabilizing the
government. Party president and Deputy Prime
Minister Ahmad Zahid Hamidi said the initiative is not a
backdoor move and poses no threat to the Anwar-led
unity government, which he said had been informed.

The endorsement follows Zahid's plan to form a “unity
committee” to facilitate the return of former UMNO
members and rivals. He acknowledged informal talks
with several parties—including rivaling PAS and
BERSATU—and left open the possibility of future state-
level electoral cooperation. [Channel News Asia] [The
Vibes]

In response, DAP secretary-general Loke Siew Fook
said the party remains focused on public concerns
despite intensifying attacks from political rivals,
stressing that DAP was founded to combat corruption,
abuse of power and divisive racial politics—not to
target specific parties or groups. While rejecting
provocation, Loke made clear that DAP would not
avoid confrontation if challenged and urged party
members to stay disciplined and focused on the party’'s
core objectives.
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Loke defended DAP's right to advance its reform
agenda, including institutional change and community-
focused policies, while acknowledging that Cabinet
decisions require negotiation and consensus. He also
rejected claims that DAP represents only certain
communities, reiterating that it positions itself as a
multiracial party working for all Malaysians. [Free
Malaysia 2]

Meanwhile, Zahid announced that the People’s
Progressive Party (PPP) has been formally regarded as
the component party of the BN coalition. Established in
1953, it is one of the oldest Malaysian political parties
and it is a multi-ethic and centrist party that has
traditionally represented non-Malays and minority
interests.

PPP has had on-and-off relationship with BN, having
been a component party since 1970s before losing its
status following BN's defeat in 2018 election. It was
now formally recognized again as the fifth core
component party of BN alongside with UMNO,
Malaysia Chinese Association (MCA), Malaysia India
Congress (MIC) and Sabah United People’s Party
(PBRS). [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Former Prime Minister Najib
rejects claims of full authority on
appointments of board members in SRC
case

(tl) Former Prime Minister Najib Razak told the High
Court that his involvement in SRC International was
confined to approving decisions and exercising veto
powers, denying that he initiated appointments or
controlled the company's operations.

Testifying in the MYR 42 million (USD 9 million) civil suit
filed by SRC and a subsidiary, Najib said board
members were proposed by management and only
required his final approval under SRC's governing
documents. He rejected claims that approving
directors was equivalent to controlling the board or
directing SRC's affairs, insisting management acted
independently.

The civil suit, filed in 2021, seeks a court declaration
that Najib is responsible for receiving MYR 42 million
(USD 9 million), along with claims for damages related
to alleged dishonest assistance, misuse of power and
misfeasance.
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While SRC initially named several former directors as
defendants, the company later dropped six of them
from the case, leaving Najib as the sole defendant.
However, the High Court subsequently allowed Najib
to issue third-party notices against those former
directors. The hearing is set to continue on January 21.
[Malay Mail]

The civil suit is tied to the 1Malaysia Development
Berhad (1MDB) corruption case through SRC
International’s role as a former 1TMDB unit. Last month,
Malaysia's High Court has sentenced Najib to four
concurrent 15-year prison terms, alongside a USD 2.8
billion (MYR 11.4 billion) fine, in the long-running 1
MDB corruption case. The judges found him guilty on
multiple counts of abuse of office and money
laundering (see AiR No. 52, December/2025, 5).

Launched in 2009 during Najib's tenure as Malaysia's
Prime Minister, TMDB was a state-owned investment
fund that became the center of a major international
corruption and money-laundering scandal involving
billions of dollars misappropriated from public funds.
Officials estimate that various actors diverted up to
MYR 42 billion (USD 10.3 billion) from the fund over
several years.

Malaysia: Prosecution withdraws bid to
review Federal Court ruling on assembly
law

(tl) The Attorney General's Chambers (AGC) has
dropped its application to review a Federal Court ruling
that declared Section 9(5) of the Peaceful Assembly Act
(PAA) unconstitutional. The decision means the
landmark judgment remains in force, effectively
removing criminal liability for failing to give prior notice
of public assemblies.

The AGC also withdrew its bid to revive prosecution
against activist Amir Hariri Abdul Hadi, whose case led
to the ruling. He was charged for organizing a protest
outside the Sogo Complex in Kuala Lumpur on 14
August 2022, without complying with the five-day
mandatory notice to the police for public assemblies.

Amir welcomed the move as a major victory for civil
liberties, following public pressure from legal
advocates and senior government figures who argued
that a court review would undermine ongoing reform
efforts. [Malay Mail]
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Malaysia: Ex-Treasury official defends
Petronas court action as institutional due
diligence

(ea) Former senior Treasury official Nik Azmi Nik Daud
has defended Petronas’ decision to refer questions
over Sarawak'’s oil and gas laws to the Federal Court,
arguing that the move reflects institutional due
diligence rather than hostility toward the state. [The
Star]

The court reference comes amid longstanding disputes
over the division of regulatory authority between the
federal government and Sarawak, in East Malaysia,
which has sought greater control over its natural
resources. Nik Azmi said Petronas was acting
responsibly by seeking legal interpretation where
federal and state laws overlap, describing it as a
normal mechanism for resolving competing legal
frameworks.

He was responding to criticism from Parti Pesaka
Bumiputera Bersatu (PBB) Youth, the youth wing of
Sarawak'’s long-ruling state party, which accused
Petronas—Petronas is Malaysia’'s state-owned oil and
gas company—of undermining the state’s regulatory
authority and called for continued negotiations instead
of court proceedings. Nik Azmi rejected claims that the
legal move weakened Sarawak’s position, warning that
portraying legal recourse as a hostile act risked
undermining national cohesion and respect for the
rule of law.

Nik Azmi also noted that federal and Sarawak leaders
had already agreed in May 2025 on a framework
governing oil and gas cooperation, under which
Sarawak leads domestic gas supply while Petronas
retains responsibility for liquefied natural gas (LNG)
exports. He said the court application is consistent
with this arrangement and falls within Petronas’
statutory mandate under federal law, stressing that
disputes over legal interpretation should be resolved
by the court rather than political pressure. [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Draft Cabinet memorandum on
custodial deaths submitted to Prime
Minister’'s department

(ea) Malaysia has taken further steps to address long-
standing concerns over custodial deaths, with a draft
Cabinet memorandum submitted to the Prime
Minister's Department in December last year. The
memorandum was prepared by the Enforcement
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Agency Integrity Commission (EAIC) and submitted by a
special task force established to implement
recommendations made in an earlier report by the
EAIC Study Committee on custodial deaths.

The memorandum seeks Cabinet approval for 13
preventive measures aimed at all enforcement bodies
involved in detainee management, with particular
focus on the Immigration Department and the Royal
Malaysia Police. The proposals are intended to address
systemic shortcomings that contribute to custodial
deaths, strengthen inter-agency cooperation, and
enhance the protection of human rights. The
Commission noted that while there is broad
agreement across ministries and agencies, the
recommendations carry legal and financial implications
that will require further refinement before
implementation. [Malay Mail]

The submission comes amid heightened public and
political scrutiny of detention practices and
enforcement agency accountability and accusations of
state neglect and systematic failure to protect the right
to life in Malaysia.

More than 300 documented migrant deaths in
Malaysian custody since 2020. Rights groups report a
surge in arrests, overcrowded detention centers, and
widespread neglect, even affecting some registered
refugees, as Malaysia intensifies enforcement and
restricts access for U.N. refugee officials. Malaysian
authorities deny systemic abuse but have provided
limited transparency. [Human Rights Research Center]
[The New York Times] [The Edge Malaysial

Malaysia: Defense and police
procurements temporarily halted over
corruption cases

(tl) The defense ministry seeking further clarification
and details following Prime Minister Anwar lbrahim’s
directive to temporarily suspend procurement
decisions involving the Malaysian Armed Forces (MAF)
and the Royal Malaysia Police (PDRM) that are linked to
corruption issues.

Defense Minister Mohamed Khaled Nordin stated the
ministry will review the directive in line with existing
governance rules, financial regulations and legal
requirements, while ensuring national defence
readiness and operational continuity are not affected.

The ministry will also assess the impact on ongoing
procurements and contracts, considering security
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needs and contractual obligations. The move forms
part of a broader government effort to review and
restructure procurement systems to improve
transparency and prevent future leakages. [Malay Mail

1]

Defense minister launches investigation into hedonistic
culture within armed forces

Separately, the ministry has begun a wide-ranging
internal investigation into MAF personnel allegedly
linking to a so-called “Yeye" or hedonistic culture.
Deputy Defence Minister Adly Zahari said separate
disciplinary committees within the army, navy and air
force are handling the probe in line with strict military
regulations. He stressed that any conduct undermining
military values will not be tolerated and offenders may
face disciplinary or military court action, while those
investigated will be given the right to defend
themselves.

The investigation follows the identification of 15 army
officers allegedly involved in immoral activities linked
to “Yeye culture”, as well as an earlier probe into 21
Royal Malaysian Air Force officers, which has
concluded and is expected to proceed to legal action.
[Malay Mail 2]

Myanmar: Military-backed party secures
parliamentary majority ahead of final
election phase

(su) The military-aligned Union Solidarity and
Development Party (USDP) has secured enough seats
to form a government in combination with
constitutionally reserved military appointees, even
before the third and final phase of the junta-organized
general election scheduled for January 25.

According to figures released by the Union Election
Commission (UEC) after the first two phases—held on
December 28 and January 11, respectively—, the USDP
has won 194 seats, while the military retains its
constitutionally guaranteed quota of 166 seats. With
the total number of parliamentary seats reduced from
664 to 588 after elections were cancelled in dozens of
townships not under regime control, a simple majority
now requires 294 seats. The combined USDP-military
bloc therefore controls more than 360 seats,
surpassing the threshold needed to form a
government before voting in the final phase has taken
place.
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In the first phase, conducted in 102 townships, the
USDP secured 124 seats in both houses of parliament,
with advance ballots reportedly accounting for a large
share of its gains. Although the UEC has yet to formally
announce results from the second phase, USDP
officials claim the party has won an additional 70 seats.

Domestic and international observers have criticized
the electoral process, noting that opposition parties,
including the National League for Democracy (NLD),
were barred; campaigning was tightly restricted; and
voting took place under heavy security.

The elections come five years after the military
annulled the results of the 2020 polls, detained
President U Win Myint and State Counselor Daw Aung
San Suu Kyi and dissolved the NLD.

Parliament is expected to convene in March, with a
new government to be formed by April. Under the
2008 Constitution, the president will be selected by an
electoral college composed of the Lower House, Upper
House, and military appointees, raising the possibility
that Senior General Min Aung Hlaing could seek the
presidency following the installation of the new
legislature. [The Irrawaddy]

Voter intimidation intensifies in Yangon ahead of final
election phase

Meanwhile, residents in several Yangon townships
have reported increasing pressure from military-
appointed ward administrators and street leaders to
participate in the third and final phase of Myanmar's
general election, scheduled for January 25. The last
round of voting will cover 63 townships nationwide,
including 17 in Yangon such as Dagon, Lanmadaw,
North Okkalapa, Hlaing Tharyar, and Thaketa.

According to local accounts, officials began door-to-
door visits on January 13 under the pretext of guest-list
inspections and population data collection, which
residents say are being used to coerce voter
participation.

Methods of intimidation reportedly include threats to
revoke household guest-list registration, warnings
delivered via loudspeakers, and suggestions that non-
participation could result in closer scrutiny during
military conscription drives. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Election commission moves
against People’s Pioneer Party leader
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(su) The Union Election Commission (UEC) announced
on January 15 that it would take action against Daw
Thet Thet Khine, chair of the People’s Pioneer Party
(PPP), and party Central Executive Committee member
Daw Htet Htet Naing for allegedly holding an
unauthorized meeting with representatives of a foreign
embassy in Yangon on December 18.

The UEC said the two were detained earlier the day of
the announcement at Daw Thet Thet Khine's residence
and questioned before being released later that night.

Daw Thet Thet Khine, a former National League for
Democracy (NLD) lawmaker, was expelled from the
party in 2018 and later founded the PPP—considered
as a right-wing, business-aligned political party with
ultranationalist and Buddhist nationalist influences—,
which failed to win any seats in the 2020 general
election. Following the 2021 coup, she served as a
minister, holding the Social Welfare and later the
Hotels and Tourism portfolios. Although she had
planned to contest the election currently underway,
the UEC barred her candidacy, citing unpaid debts.

In an interview shortly before the vote, she criticized
the regime for acting as both organizer and participant
in the election while allowing military officers to run
under the banner of the military-backed Union
Solidarity and Development Party (USDP). [The
[rrawaddy]

Myanmar: Defected officers warn junta
may pair selective ceasefires with high-
tech offensives after 2026 transition

(anl) The Myanmar Defence and Security Institute
(MDSI)—a research organization led by defected
military officers—has warned that the military junta
may adopt a dual-track strategy of selective ceasefires
and intensified high-tech offensives following its
planned 2026 government transition.

According to MDSI, the ongoing election is intended to
repackage military rule under a new political
framework. MDSI analysts further noted that the junta
may seek ceasefires with major Ethnic Revolutionary
Organizations (EROs), including the Arakan Army and
the Kachin Independence Army, under a new
administration expected in April 2026.

At the same time, MDSI warned that the junta is likely
to launch joint military operations targeting
strategically important towns, border trade routes, and
communication corridors, particularly in Rakhine,
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Kachin, Karen, and Chin states. These operations may
involve expanded surveillance, intelligence-led
offensives, and efforts to cut supply routes in lowland
areas.

MDSI urged the National Unity Government, EROs, and
resistance forces to closely monitor the junta’s moves
and strengthen coordinated counterstrategies, force
integration, and logistical resilience. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Junta imposes sweeping
security crackdown in recaptured
Mandalay Region townships

(su) The military has launched a broad security
crackdown in Madaya, Singu and Thabeikkyin
townships in northern Mandalay Region following their
recapture from the Mandalay People’s Defense Force
(MDY-PDF) and allied resistance groups.

According to local residents, at least 40 people had
been arrested by January 13, with homes sealed,
businesses closed, and movement tightly restricted,
including requirements for “valid reasons” to leave the
area. Families of MDY-PDF members have reportedly
been detained, and young men have been forcibly
conscripted into military service.

Residents said some of those arrested in Singu and
Thabeikkyin were killed in custody, while the
whereabouts of others remain unknown. Rice mills and
homes belonging to business owners accused of
cooperating with both the military and resistance
forces were sealed, and reports have emerged of
extortion at military checkpoints and burglaries
allegedly carried out by soldiers.

The regime regained control of Singu in December,
reopening the Mandalay-Thabeikkyin-Mogoke road by
the end of the year, after resistance forces had earlier
overrun up to 40 military bases across eastern
Madaya, Singu and Thabeikkyin. The junta’s
counteroffensive, supported by airstrikes, was
reinforced by troops redeployed from northern Shan
State following China-brokered ceasefires with ethnic
armed groups. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: CDF-Hakha blacklists officials
and companies over alleged corruption
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(anl) The Chin Defense Force-Hakha (Central Council)—
a local armed resistance faction in Chin State that
operates as part of the broader anti-junta armed
movement resisting military regime—released a
blacklisted 484 military officials, civil servants, and
private companies allegedly involved in corruption
totaling more than MMK 83 billion (USD 39.5 million).

Those named include the Chin State Chief Minister,
regional ministers, military commanders, and business
entities accused of embezzling public funds through
fraudulent infrastructure tender projects between
2021 and 2025. The projects reportedly covered roads,
bridges, drainage systems, and buildings that were
never implemented on the ground. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Authorities seize large-scale
drug manufacturing facilities in northern
Shan State

(su) Security forces have uncovered and seized
extensive drug-manufacturing facilities and equipment
in Hsipaw and Mongyai townships in northern Shan
State following a series of operations conducted
between January 9 and 16.

According to official sources, the seizures followed
aerial surveillance, ground intelligence gathering, and
clearance operations in the Namlan area of Hsipaw
Township and in multiple locations northwest and
southeast of Mongyai Town, including areas near
Narlin, Man Phyat, and Sein Kyawt villages.

The confiscated items included several large buildings
and tents used for drug production, drying machines,
furnaces, boilers, generators, loaders, bulldozers,
warehouses, and residential huts, as well as large
quantities of chemical substances and equipment such
as sulfuric acid drums, caustic soda, alum, ash drums,
gas cylinders, barrels, mixing trays, and drying racks.
Authorities also found white powdered drugs stored in
warehouses, though the chemical composition
remains under verification.

Clearance operations are continuing in the area amid
reports of additional suspected production sites.
[Eleven Myanmar]

Myanmar: Online scam recruitment
resurges in Karen State despite junta’s
announced crackdown
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(su) Online scam syndicates operating in Karen State
have resumed large-scale recruitment despite the
junta’s establishment in December of a multi-ministry
Central Committee for Supervising the Eradication of
Online Fraud and Online Gambling.

Residents in Myawaddy and the border hub of Shwe
Kokko reported that hiring restarted within weeks of
the committee’s formation, with job advertisements
appearing on Telegram for positions ranging from
drivers and guards to computer operators, indicating
that dismantled scam centers are being rebuilt or
relocated, particularly in Thitkate, northern Myawaddy
Township.

Local sources said that while some operations briefly
paused following military raids on KK Park and Shwe
Kokko—Myanmar's large, notorious online scam and
illegal gambling hubs—in October and November
2025, new compounds and rented houses have since
been set up in Myawaddy, Thitkate, Falu, and Paya
Thonzu, with recruitment also extending to Yangon,
Mandalay, and Taunggyi.

According to analysts and local residents, the border-
based scam industry is run by Chinese criminal
networks and protected by regime-allied militias,
including the Karen Border Guard Force led by Saw
Chit Thu and the Democratic Karen Benevolent Army,
which are widely believed to channel a share of
proceeds to Naypyitaw.

Although junta media reported the destruction of
more than 600 buildings at KK Park and announced
cooperation with foreign governments, observers
described the campaign as largely cosmetic, noting
that ringleaders were warned in advance and allowed
to relocate operations inland.

The resurgence comes amid growing international
pressure, including US sanctions on militia leaders, the
passage of new anti-scam legislation, and the
deployment of US law-enforcement teams to assist
Thai authorities in dismantling Myanmar-based
syndicates. [The Irrawaddy]

Philippines: Impeachment complaint filed
against President Marcos Jr.

(ab) President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. is facing an
impeachment case after an attorney Andre de Jesus
filed a complaint against him on January 19, 2026. In
the 14-page complaint, De Jesus accused President
Marcos of violating the Constitution, perpetrating graft
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and corruption, and betraying public trust. Although
calls for President Marco's impeachment have
circulated for months, this complaint marks the first
formal impeachment case filed against the president
since he took office in 2022.

De Jesus alleged that the president received kickbacks
from the scandalous flood control projects and
established the Independent Commission for
Infrastructure (ICl), a government investigative body
tasked with scrutinizing corruption in infrastructure
projects, to shield his corrupt allies.

The complaint also cited an alleged constitutional
violation related to budgetary irregularities, claiming
that the president had failed to veto unprogrammed
appropriations, a form of standby government funds
that may be released only if excess government
revenues or other financing sources become available.
According to the complaint, the president did not
exercise such presidential authority during the 2023,
2024, 2025, and 2026 national budgets.

Beyond allegations related to corruption and irregular
national budgets, De Jesus raised claims of drug use
against President Marcos, calling into question his
fitness to serve as president. The final allegation
against President Marcos concerns the March 2025
arrest of former President Rodrigo Duterte by the
International Criminal Court (ICC), with De Jesus
arguing that the arrest was carried out without a valid
Philippine warrant and therefore amounted to
kidnapping under the guise of state authority. De Jesus
labeled the government’s decision as a “direct affront
to national sovereignty and a blatant violation of
constitutional guarantees of due process.”

After the complaint is filed, the House of
Representatives’ Committee on Justice will determine
whether the complaint carries a sufficient form and
whether probable cause exists for it to proceed. This
process includes hearings at the House, which remains
dominated by the president’s allies. In the case where
the committee finds neither probable cause nor
sufficient grounds, it may propose the dismissal of the
complaint through a resolution.

Such a proposal, however, may be overridden if at
least one-third of all House members vote to proceed
with an impeachment trial. An impeachment complaint
may also advance without committee hearings if it is
endorsed outright by at least one-third of House
members. Currently, the complaint against the
president is endorsed only by Representative Jett
Nisay, one of several lawmakers previously
recommended by the ICl to face charges of graft and



malversation linked to flood control projects.
[Japantimes] [Inquirer.net] [GMA News]

Philippines: Marcos Administration seeks
multiple means to bring Zaldy Co to trial

(ab) Public Works Secretary Vince Dizon announced
that the trial of former congressman Zaldy Co is set to
begin on January 20, regardless of his presence.
Following his resignation as a member of the House of
Representatives in September, Co is believed to be out
of the country, with his last known location reportedly
in Portugal.

In November 2025, authorities issued arrest warrants
against Co, along with dozens of other government
officials and contractor executives, in connection with
the PHP 289.5 million flood control programs in
Naujan, Oriental Mindoro. The charges include graft,
bribery, and malversation of public funds. Investigators
under the Marcos administration’s anti-corruption
crackdown cited multiple serious irregularities in the
projects, including procurement violations, the use of
substandard materials, technical falsification, and the
misuse of public funds. Co has denied all the
allegations and has released several videos accusing
President Marcos and other officials of similar
involvement in the flood control scandal.

President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. called for a study to
explore options for bringing Co back to the Philippines,
whether through official repatriation or an extradition
process with Portugal. According to Interior Secretary
Jonvic Remulla, President Marcos has sought to pursue
an application for an extradition arrangement with
Portugal, as the two countries do not have an
extradition treaty in place. An extradition treaty is a
formal agreement between countries to return
individuals accused or convicted of crimes to the
country requesting them for trial proceedings.

In addition, President Marcos also directed
government agencies to seek aid from international
organizations, such as the International Criminal Police
Organization (Interpol). During the press briefing,
Secretary Remulla informed that the government has
requested Interpol to issue a red notice against former
representative Co, which is used to locate and
provisionally arrest a person pending extradition or
similar legal action. [GMA News] [Manila Bulletin]
[Manila Times] [PhilStar]
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Philippines: ICC issued a formal appeal
and called for additional witness

(ab) The International Criminal Court (ICC) has
launched microsites, issuing a formal witness appeal
calling for more individuals who have direct witness to
former President Rodrigo Duterte’s War on Drugs
campaign that occurred from November 1, 2011, to
March 16, 2019. Apart from the victims, the ICC has
also urged any members of law enforcement agencies,
including the Philippine National Police (PNP), who
were involved in the incidents to come forward with
information regarding the investigation. To facilitate
submissions, the ICC released a dedicated microsite
linked to its website to serve as an online platform for
witnesses. The appeal was issued in English, Tagalog,
and Visayan to reach a broader audience.

Nicholas Kaufman, lead defense counsel of Duterte in
the case, had criticized the ICC's approach to
disseminate the microsite to the public, claiming that
the Court “is meant to be a neutral body and the
system of law applied is adversarial.” The ICC's decision
to issue a formal appeal came following another
request for interim release submitted by Duterte’s
legal team. In a 12-page pleading and a joint report
from medical experts, Kaufman asked the Pre-Trial
Chamber | to grant an interim release, claiming that
the 80-year-old Duterte is suffering from deteriorating
neurological and cognitive conditions. Addressing the
ICC's prior concern about potential interference in the
ongoing investigation should Duterte be released,
Kaufman reasoned that Duterte is no longer capable,
both mentally and physically, of influencing legal
proceedings or posing intimidation to witnesses. While
the ICC has yet to rule on the renewed request, the
Court has previously and repeatedly rejected Duterte's
request for an interim release. [AIR No. 2, January
2026, 2] [Panaynews]

Duterte is facing three charges of crimes against
humanity of murder and attempted murder under the
anti-narcotics policy during his administration to curb
the proliferation in the country. One charge named
Duterte as an indirect co-perpetrator during his tenure
as mayor of Davao City, alleging his involvement in 19
deaths between 2013 and 2016. Two second and third
charges concern the killings of both high- and low-
profile alleged criminals, which the ICC said were
carried out by law enforcement officers and non-state
actors, such as hitmen. Today, Duterte has been held
in custody in the Hague, Netherlands, since his arrest
in March of 2025. [Aljazeera] [ICC] [Panaynews]
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Philippines: Government pushes to
finalize law for first Bangsamoro
parliamentary elections

The Philippine government has stepped up calls for the
swift passage of a Bangsamoro election law, warning
that further delays could jeopardize the first
democratic parliamentary elections in the Bangsamoro
Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM), a
key pillar of the country’s long-running peace process.

BARMM, created in 2019 following decades of conflict
between the state and Muslim insurgent groups, has
so far been governed by an appointed interim body
known as the Bangsamoro Transition Authority (BTA).
The planned elections would replace the interim
administration with an elected regional parliament,
marking the final stage of the region'’s transition to self-
rule.

The Office of the Special Assistant to the President said
the election law is the last remaining legal requirement
needed to proceed with the polls. President Ferdinand
Marcos Jr. has repeatedly described the elections as
essential to safeguarding peace in the region, warning
that failure “is not an option.”

Momentum increased earlier this month after the BTA
passed a new parliamentary districting law, a
prerequisite for the vote. The legislation establishes 32
single-member districts following a 2025 Supreme
Court ruling that invalidated an earlier map and
excluded the province of Sulu from BARMM.

Under the Bangsamoro Organic Law, the future
regional parliament will have at least 80 members,
combining district representatives, party-list
lawmakers and sectoral appointees representing
women, youth, traditional leaders, religious scholars
and non-Muslim minorities.

However, uncertainty remains over timing. Senate
Majority Leader Juan Miguel Zubiri has filed a bill
proposing to reset the elections to March 30, 2026,
citing years of delays and legal setbacks. The
Commission on Elections has warned that pushing the
vote beyond 2026 could disrupt preparations for the
Philippines’ 2028 national elections.

Election officials have suggested alternative dates later
this year if the March schedule cannot be met,
stressing the need to keep the process on track.

Analysts say timely elections are crucial for BARMM's
political legitimacy, investor confidence and long-term
stability, making the coming legislative decisions a



critical test of the Philippines’ commitment to the
peace process. [Philippine News Agency] [PhilStar 1]
[PhilStar 2]

Philippines: World Bank projects the
Philippines’ economy to exceed five
percent in 2026 and 2027

(ab) The World Bank has projected the Philippines’
economy to exceed five percent in both 2026 and
2027. According to the World Bank’s bi-annual Global
Economic Prospects report, the Philippine Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) is expected to expand by 5.3
percent in 2026 and 5.4 percent in 2027, positioning
itself well above the region’s average growth
projection. In 2026 and 2027, the projected average
growth of the Asia-Pacific is expected to be 4.4 percent
and 4.3 percent, respectively. With this projection, the
Philippines is set to maintain its title as the region’s
third fastest-growing economy until 2027, following
Vietnam and Mongolia.

The World Bank also reported that the Philippines’
economic expansion has been driven by rising demand
for semiconductor exports, which has, in turn, led to
increased industrial production. [BusinessWorld]

Philippines: First new Gas reserves found
in more than a decade

(ms) The Philippines has identified a new natural gas
and condensate resource near the Malampaya field,
marking its first gas discovery in more than a decade
and offering a potential boost to the country's long-
term energy security as domestic supply declines.

President Ferdinand Marcos Jr said gas was found at
the Malampaya East One (MAE-1) well off Palawan,
with preliminary estimates putting gas-in-place at
about 98 billion cubic feet. Initial flow tests suggest
production potential comparable to Malampaya's
original wells, which for years have supplied fuel to
gas-fired power plants serving Luzon.

The find is significant for a country that remains
heavily dependent on coal for electricity generation
and has increasingly turned to liquefied natural gas
imports to offset falling domestic output. Malampaya,
the Philippines’ only indigenous gas source, has been
in decline, prompting concerns over energy costs,
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power reliability and exposure to volatile global fuel
markets.

While modest compared with major regional gas
projects, the discovery could extend the economic life
of the Malampaya block and help smooth the
Philippines’ transition toward a more diversified energy
mix that includes gas and renewables. It may also
improve investor confidence in upstream exploration,
following the 2023 extension of the Malampaya service
contract that allowed new drilling.

Government officials said the presence of condensate
adds commercial value and could contribute to
stabilizing electricity supply. Further appraisal and
exploration will determine how quickly the resource
can be integrated into the country’'s power system
amid rising demand. [Reuters]

Singapore: Opposition leader removed
from office after lying conviction

(ms/st) Singapore’s parliament has voted to strip
Pritam Singh, leader of the Workers' Party (WP), of his
position as Leader of the Opposition following his
conviction for lying under oath to a parliamentary
committee.

The decision followed a three-hour parliamentary
debate dominated by lawmakers from the ruling
People's Action Party (PAP), which has governed
Singapore continuously since independence in 1965.
Parliament backed a motion declaring Singh’s conduct
“dishonorable and unbecoming,” paving the way for
Prime Minister Lawrence Wong to formally remove him
from the post. Wong said it was “no longer tenable” for
Singh to continue in the role and invited the Workers'
Party to nominate another opposition MP.

Singh, 49, was Singapore's first official Leader of the
Opposition, a role created after the 2020 general
election when the Workers’ Party made historic gains.
While he remains a member of parliament and
secretary-general of the WP, he loses the title's
privileges, including additional allowances and the
right of first response in parliamentary debates.

The case stems from a 2021 parliamentary inquiry into
former WP lawmaker Raeesah Khan, who admitted
lying in parliament about accompanying a sexual
assault victim to a police station. Khan later claimed
party leaders had encouraged her to maintain the false
account. Singh denied doing so but was convicted of
providing false testimony to the committee. His appeal
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was dismissed in December, and he was fined an
amount below the threshold that would have
disqualified him from parliament.

During the debate, Singh maintained his innocence,
saying his “conscience remains clear,” while
government leaders argued that his conviction
undermined trust in parliament. All Workers' Party MPs
present voted against the motion.

Singh’s removal stands out in Singapore's political
landscape, where criminal convictions of sitting
opposition leaders are extremely rare. Critics have long
accused the government of using legal and

institutional mechanisms to constrain political
opponents, allegations authorities reject, stressing
judicial independence and the rule of law. [BBC]
[Bloomberg] [Reuters]

Thailand: Constitutional referendum
becomes battleground over pre-
commitment

(Im) Thailand's February 8 referendum on whether to
proceed toward drafting a new constitution has
increasingly become a proxy fight centered on a single
question: whether any reform process would be
allowed to touch Chapters 1 and 2 of the 2017
constitution—the provisions that define Thailand as a
single, indivisible kingdom under a constitutional
monarchy and set out royal prerogatives. While the
referendum itself is framed as a gateway decision
rather than a vote on specific amendments, political
actors are treating the run-up as the moment to force
explicit commitments on this red line.

The referendum asks voters whether they approve
initiating a new constitution-drafting process after the
election. A “yes” would authorize the next parliament
to pursue steps toward a new charter; a “no” would
confine reform to amendments within the existing
2017 framework. The vote follows judicial and legal
requirements that public approval is needed before
any full rewrite proceeds, after earlier parliamentary
efforts to open a drafting pathway did not yield a
completed mechanism under existing constitutional
and judicial constraints.

Against the backdrop of the looming election,
coinciding with the referendum, Caretaker Prime
Minister Anutin Charnvirakul and the Bhumjaithai
Party have taken the clearest position: they will not
support any move that affects Chapters 1 and 2. At the
same time, Anutin has signaled that the Bhumjaithai
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Party is broadly comfortable with the 2017 constitution
and not a driving force behind a wholesale overhaul,
while acknowledging that calls for a “people’s
constitution” are understandable so long as
foundational chapters remain intact. He has also
publicly urged all parties to state their positions clearly,
a move widely seen as pressuring the reformist
People's Party—the single-largest party in the
dissolved parliament and currently leading in opinion
polls—to abandon strategic ambiguity and commit
openly on whether Chapters 1 and 2 would be
excluded from any drafting mandate. [Bangkok Post 1]
[Bangkok Post 2]

This framing has been reinforced by conservative
voices outside government. Former prime minister
Abhisit Vejjajiva, who returned to lead the Democrat
Party last year and is now its prime ministerial
candidate, has argued that if changes to Chapters 1
and 2 are intended, they must not be bundled into a
general constitution-drafting process and would
require a separate referendum. He has stressed that
constitutional amendments cannot alter the form of
the state. Other conservative parties, including Rak
Chart Thai, Thai Pakdee, and United Thai Nation, have
reiterated their opposition to scrapping the 2017
charter, favoring targeted amendments and warning
that a full rewrite would be costly, potentially
destabilizing, and could weaken institutional
safeguards. [Bangkok Post 3] [Bangkok Post 4]

Meanwhile, the Election Commission has scheduled a
nationally broadcast debate on January 25 following
strong interest from both supporters and opponents
of constitutional redrafting. The commission is also
examining complaints related to referendum
campaigning, including allegations that promotional
material involving minors may have violated
referendum and child-protection laws—adding
sensitivity around neutrality and procedural integrity
as the vote approaches. [Bangkok Post 5] [Bangkok
Post 6]

Thailand: Main opposition People’s Party
leads polls as allegations test its anti-
establishment positioning

(Im) The People's Party (PP), the main opposition and
single-largest party in the dissolved lower house,
maintains its position as the frontrunner ahead of the
February 8 general election, leading across party
preference, perceived policy competence, and prime-
ministerial choice in recent nationwide and regional
opinion polls.
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Two surveys released in recent days point in the same
direction. A nationwide Suan Dusit Poll shows PP
leading in four of five policy areas assessed—
education, anti-corruption, governance and security,
and agriculture—while the Pheu Thai Party retains a
narrow edge only on cost-of-living and household
economy issues. Voting-intention figures place PP
clearly ahead of Pheu Thai on both the party-list and
constituency ballots. In prime-ministerial preference
polling, PP leader Natthaphong Ruengpanyawut ranks
first nationally.

Region-specific polling by Nida Poll in Chiang Mai
reinforces this trend. The province carries particular
political weight because it has long functioned as a
core northern stronghold of the Pheu Thai network
associated with the family of jailed former prime
minister Thaksin Shinawatra and is widely treated by
Thai parties and pollsters as a bellwether for broader
northern voting behavior. PP leads in Chiang Mai on
prime-ministerial preference as well as on both
constituency and party-list voting intentions, signaling
potential erosion of Pheu Thai's traditional base in the
North. In both national and Chiang Mai polling,
Natthaphong is ahead of Pheu Thai's nominee
Yodchanan Wongsawat and incumbent Prime Minister
Anutin Charnvirakul. [Bangkok Post 1]

Against this polling backdrop, PP is simultaneously
confronting a political controversy that has drawn
attention to its relations with established security
elites. The allegations were publicly advanced by
Chuvit Kamolvisit, a high-profile political activist and
former politician known for using press conferences to
air claims about elite networks. Chuvit has alleged that
PP figures explored informal cooperation with
Surachate Hakparn, widely known as “Big Joke,” a
prominent former deputy national police chief, in
exchange for electoral support in southern Thailand
and potential influence over policing portfolios in a
future government.

PP deputy leader Wiroj Lakkhanaadisorn has rejected
the claims, arguing that they conflate informal contacts
with political bargaining and revive narratives already
publicly denied by the party. He reiterated PP's stated
refusal to support Anutin’s return as prime minister or
to enter arrangements that would entrench existing
power structures, framing the allegations as an
attempt to undermine PP’s reformist and anti-
establishment credentials at a moment of electoral
momentum.

Chuvit, for his part, has denied being hired or directed
by any political actor and has acknowledged that he
does not possess documentary evidence for the
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alleged arrangement. He has characterized his
intervention as a warning about how new political
parties risk being drawn into opaque relationships with
entrenched security figures, and has challenged PP to
pursue legal action if it considers his claims
defamatory. [Bangkok Post 2] [Thairath Online]

Thailand: Former Prime Minister Thaksin
eligible for parole in May after serving
two-thirds of sentence

(bk) Former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, widely
seen as the power center of the opposition Pheu Thai
Party, is expected to become eligible for parole in May
after completing two-thirds of his one-year prison
sentence. Thaksin has been incarcerated since
September 9, 2025, following a Supreme Court ruling
that required him to serve a reduced sentence for
abuse of authority and conflict of interest related to his
time in office before 2006.

Corrections officials said that while Thaksin has not yet
served enough time for his inmate classification to be
upgraded—a step relevant for royal clemency—this
does not affect parole eligibility. Under existing
regulations, inmates serving one-year sentences may
be considered for parole after eight months. Inmate
classification reviews are conducted four times a year,
but officials indicated Thaksin's case meets the basic
parole threshold once the two-thirds mark is reached.

The clarification followed a family visit to Klong Prem
Central Prison by Thaksin’s son-in-law, who reported
that Thaksin was in good health and closely following
political developments. Messages conveyed during the
visit included expressions of moral support for
candidates of the ruling Pheu Thai Party ahead of the
February general election, as well as condolences over
a recent fatal train accident. [Bangkok Post] [The
Nation]

Thailand: Authorities investigate
potential collusion in release of Chinese
detainees

(msz) Thai authorities have opened investigations into
whether police officers, lawyers, or other officials were
involved in the allegedly unlawful release of Chinese
nationals held in immigration detention, amid claims of
collusion to remove detainees from deportation
custody through fabricated criminal cases.
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The Immigration Bureau confirmed that between 2021
and 2025, 131 Chinese nationals detained for
deportation were transferred from immigration
custody to police investigators under court-issued
warrants for criminal proceedings and were not
subsequently returned for removal from the country.
The bureau stressed that these transfers were carried
out in compliance with court orders and supported by
proper documentation, noting that refusal to comply
with judicial warrants could have exposed immigration
officers to charges of dereliction of duty.

The investigation was triggered by allegations from an
anti-corruption whistleblower, who claimed that
certain police officers, lawyers, and influential
intermediaries colluded to fabricate criminal cases in
order to extract Chinese detainees from the Suan Plu
Immigration Detention Centre in Bangkok and facilitate
their onward movement to third countries. Initial
scrutiny has focused on two Chinese detainees cited in
the complaint, with authorities examining whether the
criminal charges used to justify their transfer were
improperly constructed.

The Immigration Bureau stated that one of the
detainees named in the allegations was later returned
to immigration custody before being deported, and
emphasized that the majority of detainee transfers
occurred in response to formal requests from multiple
police commands pursuing criminal prosecutions. The
bureau also confirmed that the Chinese Embassy
formally acknowledged and thanked Thai authorities
for cooperation in at least one related case. [Bangkok
Post]

Thailand: Online gambling and money-
laundering probes increasingly intersect
with election politics

(Im) Thailand's election campaign has coincided with
several law-enforcement actions involving online
gambling and alleged money laundering, affecting
candidates from different political parties and involving
multiple state agencies.

The People’s Party, the single-largest party in the
dissolved lower House, has suspended its candidate in
Tak province for the February 8 general election,
following his arrest by the Cyber Crime Investigation
Bureau on allegations of involvement in an online
gambling operation. Police state that multiple bank
accounts were used to receive gambling proceeds,
which were later transferred to his personal account. A
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criminal court denied bail, citing concerns that he
could flee. [Bangkok Post 1]

In a separate case, the Department of Special
Investigation (DSI) has accepted a money-laundering
investigation involving Chonnaphat Naksua, an election
candidate from the Klatham Party. The case concerns
alleged financial links to an illegal online gambling
platform known as “AK47MAX."” The investigation is
being handled by the DSI's Technology and Information
Crime Division in coordination with the Anti-Money
Laundering Office (AMLO). AMLO has frozen assets
worth approximately THB 159 million (about USD 4.8
million) in connection with the case and has forwarded
the matter to prosecutors to seek court approval for
asset seizure. [Bangkok Post 2]

More broadly, AMLO has reported the outcomes of its
first transaction committee meeting of the year,
announcing asset seizures and freezes across 16 major
cases related to narcotics trafficking, corruption, fraud,
and online gambling. In total, 974 assets with a
combined value of approximately THB 252 million
(about USD 7.6 million) were seized or frozen. The
committee also forwarded 17 additional cases to
public prosecutors, seeking court orders to
permanently transfer assets worth roughly THB 769
million (about USD 23.3 million) to the state, including
cases linked to large-scale online gambling networks
and corruption investigations. Separately, AMLO
approved the return or compensation of assets
totaling around THB 127 million (about USD 3.8 million)
to victims in fraud-related cases. [Bangkok Post 3]

Thailand: Leadership change at national
anti-corruption commission formalized

(Im) Thailand has formally appointed Surapong
Intharathaworn as secretary-general of the National
Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC). The appointment
was published in the Royal Gazette on January 20 and
took effect retroactively from January 19 following a
royal command countersigned by the prime minister.

Surapong succeeds the previous officeholder, who
resigned in October of last year, and was selected
unanimously by the NACC board on December 30. A
career official with more than three decades at the
commission, Surapong represents institutional
continuity rather than an external political
appointment. His background is primarily legal and
prosecutorial, including senior roles in public
procurement oversight and litigation, both central to
Thailand's anti-corruption framework. [Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: Survey shows near-universal
business concern over corruption ahead
of election

(Im) A nationwide survey conducted by the Joint
Standing Committee on Commerce, Industry and
Banking (JSCCIB) indicates that corruption has become
a central economic concern for Thailand's private
sector ahead of the February 8 general election.
According to the poll, which covered 1,771 companies
and 3,043 individuals, 97 percent of businesses view
graft as a critical threat to the economy requiring
urgent action.

Public concern mirrors these findings: 77 percent of
respondents identified corruption among political
parties and politicians as one of Thailand’s most
pressing problems. The survey highlights particular
frustration with so-called “grey ministers” with
questionable backgrounds, politicians who fail to
deliver on campaign promises, and officeholders
entangled in conflicts of interest.

The business community also links corruption to
broader security risks. 71 percent of surveyed firms
believe graft is connected to transnational crime,
elevating it from a governance issue to a national
security concern. Against this backdrop, 66 percent of
companies want the private sector to play a leading
role in anti-corruption efforts, with many calling on
JSCCIB and civil-society organizations to drive concrete
reforms.

JSCCIB plans to consolidate survey feedback into policy
proposals for the next government under its “Zero
Corruption” campaign, aimed at restoring investor
confidence. Business leaders warned that corruption
has become a “structural cost” for firms at a time when
Thailand's economy is projected to grow only 1.5-1.6
percent in 2026, the lowest rate in Southeast Asia,
raising concerns about competitiveness and export
performance. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Army sergeant Imprisoned and
stripped of gratuity following assault on
subordinate

(msz) Thailand’s Royal Thai Army has sentenced an
army sergeant to 45 days' detention in a military prison
and stripped him of his gratuity after he was found
guilty of assaulting a conscript. The incident occurred
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on October 7, 2025, at the Army Reserve Centre in
Prachuap Khiri Khan, following a fistfight between two
conscripts. When the sergeant intervened to question
the pair, he lost his temper and physically assaulted
one of them. The incident was recorded on video and
later circulated widely on social media, prompting an
internal investigation. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post
2]

Thailand: Supreme Court jails man for
damaging royal portrait

(bk) Thailand’s Supreme Court has sentenced a 31-
year-old man to two years' imprisonment for royal
defamation after ruling that throwing paint at portraits
of the King constituted an intentional act to undermine
public respect for the monarchy, marking a further
tightening of judicial interpretation under Section 112
of the Criminal Code.

The case concerns a former private-sector employee
accused of throwing bags of red paint at portraits of
King Vajiralongkorn displayed in public locations,
including outside a supermarket in Pathum Thani
province. He was charged with royal defamation,
destruction of public property, and violations of public
cleanliness laws.

In August 2023, the Thanyaburi Provincial Court
acquitted him of royal defamation, finding that
damaging a portrait did not, by itself, meet the legal
threshold required under Section 112. He was
convicted on lesser charges, sentenced to six months'
imprisonment and a fine, and received a suspended
sentence.

In May 2025, the Appeal Court overturned the
acquittal, holding that damaging royal portraits was
inherently inappropriate and defamatory. The court
imposed a three-year prison sentence, reduced to two
years due to cooperation, and declined to suspend the
sentence, citing repeated incidents and the public
dissemination of images of the damaged portraits.

On January 14, the Supreme Court upheld the Appeal
Court's reasoning. It emphasized that the defendant
had shared images of the damaged portraits through
messaging applications and social media, alongside
posts containing derisive commentary about the King,
concluding that these actions demonstrated intent to
undermine public respect for the monarchy. The court
confirmed a two-year custodial sentence without
suspension.
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According to Thai Lawyers for Human Rights, the
individual faces multiple additional royal defamation
cases arising from similar acts involving royal imagery.
While courts of first instance initially acquitted him in
several cases involving paint attacks on portraits, the
Appeal Court has since overturned multiple such
rulings. The Supreme Court judgment in this case is the
first final ruling among them, leaving open the
possibility of substantial cumulative prison terms.
[Prachatai English]

Thailand: Labor groups warn millions
remain outside effective protection

(Im) More than 40 million workers in Thailand continue
to face low pay, unsafe working conditions, and limited
access to health care and social protection, according
to academics and civil society groups urging political
parties to place labor reform at the center of their
election platforms. The warning was issued at a policy
forum held at Thammasat University, one of Thailand's
leading public universities, as parties begin shaping
policy agendas ahead of the next general election.

The discussion was convened by the Thai Health
Promotion Foundation, a state-funded body that
supports preventive health policy, together with
women'’s rights organizations and labor-focused civil
society networks. Participants argued that existing
labor laws no longer reflect Thailand’'s employment
reality, particularly for informal, contract, and
platform-based workers who fall outside traditional
legal definitions of “employees” and therefore lack
enforceable protections.

A central concern highlighted was Thailand's rapidly
aging workforce. According to official statistics cited at
the forum, the country currently has about 13 million
people aged 60 or above, a figure projected to increase
by roughly 32 percent over the next two decades. More
than 20 percent of informal workers are already over
60, underscoring the growing overlap between aging,
informality, and economic vulnerability. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Army procures Chinese armored
vehicles under 2025 defense budget

(msz) Thailand's Royal Thai Army has signed a
procurement agreement worth approximately THB 1
billion (about USD 30 million) to purchase additional
VN1 8x8 wheeled armored personnel carriers from
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China, completing a planned acquisition under the
2025 fiscal year defense budget.

The agreement was signed in Beijing between Thai
defense officials and China North Industries
Corporation (Norinco), a state-owned Chinese defense
manufacturer. Thai officials stated that the purchase
forms part of the army’s longer-term force
modernization program rather than a response to any
specific incident. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Defence ministry seeks
confidential treatment for 2026 budget

(Im) Thailand's cabinet has acknowledged a request by
the Ministry of Defence to classify its fiscal year 2026
budget—and that of the Royal Thai Armed Forces—as
confidential. The proposal was formally submitted and
noted during the cabinet’s weekly meeting, with no
objections or questions raised by ministers.

Officials did not disclose the substance or justification
of the request, citing the confidential nature of the
matter. The cabinet secretariat confirmed only that the
item was presented and acknowledged, without
debate. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Intensified crackdown on
undocumented foreign labor coincides
with increased border interceptions

(msz/bk) Thai authorities have stepped up coordinated
inspections targeting undocumented migrant workers
and workplaces, tightening enforcement amid reports
of increased irregular cross-border labor movements.
The government has instructed security agencies to
work more closely with provincial employment offices,
particularly in border areas, to monitor, intercept, and
conduct on-site inspections of workplaces employing
foreign labor. [The Nation 1]

The enforcement drive is unfolding against a backdrop
of tightened controls along parts of the Thailand-
Cambodia border, where several formal crossing
points have faced restrictions or temporary closures
linked to security sensitivities and bilateral tensions.
These constraints have reduced legal entry options for
migrant workers and appear to have redirected
movement toward informal border routes.
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The operational dimension of this shift was illustrated
on January 16, when Thai border forces intercepted 99
Cambodian nationals attempting to enter Thailand
illegally in Pong Nam Ron district, Chanthaburi
province. During preliminary questioning, the migrants
reported that they had traveled from inland Cambodia
due to severe economic hardship, citing
unemployment, food shortages, and the inability to
sustain livelihoods at home. [The Nation 2]

Timor-Leste: New head of National Social
Security Institute sworn in

(ms) Timor-Leste's Minister for Social Solidarity and
Inclusion has sworn in Zeferino da Costa Bobo as the
new chairman of the National Social Security Institute
(INSS), the body responsible for administering the
country’s public social security system, for a three-year
term.

The appointment, formalized on January 15, follows
decisions by the Council of Ministers earlier this month
to dismiss the previous leadership and approve a new
board. The INSS also oversees the Social Security
Reserve Fund, which manages contributions and long-
term savings intended to support pensions and social
protection programs.

During the ceremony, Minister Verénica das Dores
emphasized the importance of improving service
quality and public confidence in the social security
system, highlighting transparency, institutional
coordination and accountability as key priorities.

In his remarks, Costa Bobo said he would focus on
strengthening internal management and improving
services for beneficiaries in both the public and private
sectors, including elderly people and persons with
disabilities. He also signaled plans to accelerate the
transition from manual processes to digital systems as
part of broader efforts to modernize social protection
administration in the country. [Government of Timor-
Leste]

Vietnam: Ruling party congress to decide
leadership and economic direction

(ms) Vietnam's Communist Party has opened its five-
yearly national congress under tight security in Hanoi
on January 19, launching a pivotal week-long process
running through January 25 that will determine the
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country’s leadership structure and economic trajectory
at a moment of heightened domestic and external
pressure. The tightly choreographed gathering is
expected to confirm General Secretary T6 Lam for a
new term, while also setting the stage for a possible
consolidation of power later in 2026 should he also
assume the state presidency — a move that would
mark a significant departure from Vietnam'’s traditional
collective leadership model.

Delegates will elect a new roughly 200-member Central
Committee, which will then select the Politburo and
nominate candidates for Vietnam'’s top state positions,
including president, prime minister and National
Assembly chair. While leadership outcomes are
formally decided by party bodies rather than public
vote, internal negotiations ahead of the congress have
focused on whether the long-standing “four pillars”
system — designed to distribute authority across
party, state, government and legislature — will be
preserved or further streamlined. Any formal merger
of the party chief and presidency would align Vietnam
more closely with China and other communist states,
but has raised concerns within parts of the party,
including the military, about the erosion of internal
checks. [See AR No. 2, January/2026, 2]

Since taking power in 2024 following the death of his
predecessor Nguyén Phu Trong, Té Ldm, a former
public security chief, has reshaped the political
landscape through sweeping administrative
restructuring, infrastructure expansion and tighter
political controls. He has scaled back the destabilizing
aspects of the anti-corruption drive that previously
unseated multiple senior leaders, while strengthening
the role of security institutions and imposing stricter
limits on media and dissent. At the same time, he has
positioned himself as a reform-minded leader,
courting business confidence and emphasizing private-
sector growth as Vietnam seeks to move beyond low-
cost manufacturing.

The congress is also expected to approve a
comprehensive policy resolution outlining Vietnam's
development strategy for the 2026-2030 period, with
ambitions that many observers view as unusually high.
Party documents and official statements point to an
average annual GDP growth target of around 10
percent, reflecting leadership concerns that Vietnam'’s
current export- and labor-intensive growth model is
approaching its limits. With the working-age
population projected to peak in the coming decade,
the party faces a narrowing window to accelerate
productivity, upgrade industry and raise living
standards before demographic pressures intensify.
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Economic reform debates are focused on how far the
party is willing to loosen state control in favor of
private enterprise, innovation and competition. While
leaders have signaled support for expanding the role
of the private sector, state-owned and state-favored
firms continue to dominate key sectors despite low
productivity. Analysts say the congress will likely
endorse incremental liberalization rather than
sweeping market reforms, balancing growth objectives
against the party's priority of maintaining political and
social stability.

External pressures are also shaping expectations.
Vietnam is increasingly exposed to U.S. trade policy,
with tariffs remaining a risk despite strong export
growth, while the influx of Chinese manufacturers
relocating production to Vietnam has brought both
investment and concerns about overdependence on
subsidized supply chains. The congress is expected to
emphasize economic diversification, technological
upgrading and deeper engagement with multiple
partners, as Hanoi seeks to preserve strategic
autonomy amid intensifying U.S.-China rivalry.

National security, defense and diplomacy feature
prominently in draft resolutions, reflecting regional
tensions in the South China Sea and a more volatile
global environment. Environmental protection and
climate adaptation — long secondary to growth — are
also receiving greater attention, as Vietnam faces
mounting risks from flooding, extreme weather and
rising sea levels. [Abnews] [BBC] [NPR] [Reuters]

Vietnam: New energy labelling rules
signal tighter regulation of transport
sector

(hn) Vietnam will require energy efficiency labels on
passenger cars and motorcycles from January 1 under
new regulations issued by the Ministry of Construction,
highlighting the government's broader push to manage
rising energy demand and emissions as vehicle
ownership accelerates.

The rules apply to domestically produced and
imported vehicles and extend to online sales, placing
new compliance obligations on manufacturers and
distributors operating in one of Southeast Asia’s
fastest-growing transport markets. Defense- and
security-related vehicles, as well as temporary imports,
are excluded.

The measure reflects Vietnam's gradual alignment with
international practices on energy transparency and
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consumer information, as authorities seek to influence
purchasing behavior and encourage efficiency
improvements without imposing outright bans or
quotas. Transport has emerged as a key pressure point
for energy consumption as incomes rise and
urbanization intensifies.

More broadly, the regulation signals a tightening policy
environment for the automotive sector, as Vietnam
balances industrial growth with climate and energy-
security objectives. For foreign manufacturers and
investors, it underscores a shift toward more
structured oversight of environmental performance,
consistent with Vietnam'’s longer-term ambition to
transition toward cleaner mobility and meet its net-
zero emissions target by mid-century. [Viethamnews]
[Vietham]

Vietham: Major tax incentives to boost
new SMEs and startups

(hn) A new Government decree (Decree 20), effective
January 15, grants newly established small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) a three-year
corporate income tax exemption starting from their
first business registration, aiming to boost private
sector growth. The incentive excludes firms formed
through mergers, acquisitions, or restructuring.

Innovative startups receive a two-year tax exemption,
followed by a 50 percent reduction for four more
years, while experts working in R&D and innovation-
related organizations get similar personal income tax
relief. Businesses can also set aside up to 20 percent of
taxable income for science, innovation, and digital
transformation funds.

Additionally, small and micro enterprises and
household businesses will have free access to shared
digital platforms and accounting software. The policy
supports Viét Nam's goal of growing from 1.1 million
enterprises in 2025 to 2 million by 2030, with the
private sector expanding faster than overall GDP.
[Viethamnews]

Vietnam: Nationwide social housing drive
targets one million homes by 2030

(hn) Vietnam'’s government has set numerical social
housing targets for provinces and cities as part of a
national plan to deliver at least one million apartments
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for low-income households and industrial zone
workers by 2030, a goal linked to labor mobility, urban
affordability and long-term economic stability.

Authorities see social housing as both a welfare
measure and a tool to support growth by easing
pressure on urban housing markets and helping
manufacturers retain workers in major industrial hubs.
The programme has gained momentum amid rising
property prices, slowing private-sector real estate
development and concerns over household debt.

According to official data, 698 social housing projects
were recorded nationwide by the end of last year,
representing about 657,000 apartments, or roughly 62
percent of the stated target. Of these, 193 projects
have been completed, 200 are under construction and
305 have received initial approval, though timelines
and financing vary significantly across localities.

Meeting the remaining target will require sustained
investment, faster land clearance and more consistent
coordination between central and local authorities.
Analysts note that progress will depend on whether
incentives for private developers prove sufficient and
whether local governments can prioritize high-demand
areas, particularly around industrial zones, where
housing shortages risk constraining labor supply and
economic expansion.[Vietnamnews] [Vietnam]

Vietnam: Arrests of critics rise ahead of
key party congress as a reoccurring
pattern

(ms) Vietnamese authorities have intensified arrests
and prosecutions of bloggers, activists and
independent commentators in the weeks leading up to
the 14th National Congress of the Communist Party,
continuing a pattern that has accompanied major
political milestones for decades.

Human rights groups say the recent detentions,
including that of blogger Hoang Thi Hong Thai in early
January, reflect a familiar pre-congress tightening of
political space as the ruling party seeks to ensure a
controlled environment ahead of leadership decisions.
Similar waves of arrests, travel bans and house
detentions were documented before previous party
congresses in 2016 and 2021, as well as during
sensitive elections and high-level diplomatic events.

Vietnam's five-yearly party congresses determine the
country’s top leadership and policy direction, but the
process is closed to public participation and
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discussion. Non-party members are prohibited from
debating candidates or outcomes, and authorities have
repeatedly moved to silence voices perceived as
questioning the legitimacy of the process or broader
governance issues.

The current cases largely involve online expression and
commentary, prosecuted under vaguely worded
provisions of the penal code, notably Article 117 on
“anti-state propaganda” and Article 331 on “abusing
democratic freedoms.” These laws have long drawn
criticism for allowing wide discretion in criminalizing
peaceful speech. Courts have also continued the
practice of trying overseas critics in absentia,
extending sentences to journalists and lawyers living in
exile.

Vietnamese officials frame such actions as necessary
to protect national security and social order,
particularly during politically sensitive periods. Critics
argue that the recurring pre-congress crackdowns
underscore structural limits on freedom of expression
and reflect the party's reliance on administrative and
legal controls to manage dissent. [Human Rights
Watch]

Vietnam: Central bank tightens oversight
of real estate credit to contain financial
risks

(hn) Vietnam'’s central bank has instructed commercial
lenders to keep real estate credit growth in line with
their overall lending ceilings under its 2026 policy
guidance, signaling a more cautious stance toward the
property sector as authorities seek to contain financial
risks without imposing an outright lending ban.

Under the guidance issued by the State Bank of
Vietnam (SBV), system-wide credit growth is targeted at
around 15 percent, with banks required to ensure that
exposure to real estate does not expand faster than
total lending. The move reflects concerns over
leverage, asset quality and speculative activity
following years of rapid property price increases and
uneven project execution.

Banks are directed to prioritize loans to projects with
clear legal status, developers with stronger balance
sheets, social housing schemes and end-user demand,
while restricting financing for speculative
developments and projects with unresolved land or
regulatory issues. Analysts say the approach reflects a
shift from blunt administrative controls toward more
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selective risk management, aimed at preventing a
renewed boom-and-bust cycle in the property market.

The policy comes as Vietnam continues to deal with
the fallout from a prolonged real estate slowdown,
including developer liquidity stress, delayed projects
and rising non-performing loans in parts of the
banking system. While credit is expected to remain
available for compliant projects, access for highly
leveraged developers and speculative investors is likely
to narrow. Market observers note that interest rates
and risk-based lending standards — rather than hard
credit caps — are expected to play a larger role in
moderating demand, while priority segments such as
social housing and industrial parks remain shielded to
support broader economic and employment
objectives. [Theinvestor] [Viethamnews]

Vietnam: Plans USD 5.5 billion in foreign
loans for infrastructure amid funding gap

(In) Vietnam plans to secure about USD 5.5 billion in
foreign loans in 2026 to support major infrastructure
projects and address persistent delays in the
disbursement of development finance, according to
government planning documents cited by Reuters.

The planned borrowing represents a modest share of
Vietnam's overall infrastructure push. Authorities aim
to launch 234 infrastructure projects with a combined
estimated value of USD 129.4 billion, of which around
18 percent is expected to be financed directly by the
state budget. The remainder is to come from private
capital, public-private partnerships and other funding
sources, underscoring the limited role of sovereign
borrowing relative to total investment needs.

Vietnam has traditionally relied on concessional loans
from multilateral lenders and bilateral partners to
finance transport, energy and urban development
projects, while keeping public debt at moderate levels.
Government data show that foreign borrowing has
declined in recent years as concessional funding has
tapered off and domestic financing has expanded,
making the 2026 plan broadly consistent with past
borrowing levels rather than a sharp increase.

Public investment remains a central policy tool as
Vietnam targets double-digit economic growth and
seeks to ease infrastructure bottlenecks that constrain
manufacturing, logistics and urban expansion. Analysts
note that execution risks — including slow land
clearance, regulatory complexity and coordination
between central and local authorities — may be as
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significant as financing in determining whether
infrastructure spending can deliver the intended
growth impact. [Reuters]

Vietnam: Defense ministry-owned Viettel
begins construction of first domestic chip
fabrication facility

(In/ms) Vietnam’s defense ministry-owned
telecommunications group Viettel has begun
construction of the country's first domestic
semiconductor fabrication facility, a move that signals
Hanoi's ambition to establish a limited but strategic
foothold in the global chip supply chain as geopolitical
competition reshapes the industry.

The plant is being built at the Hoa Lac Hi-Tech Park on
the outskirts of Hanoi, with construction and initial
technology installation scheduled for completion by
the end of 2027. Trial operations, process refinement
and gradual capacity upgrades are expected to
continue through 2030, according to company and
government statements.

Unlike leading-edge commercial fabs operated by
global chipmakers, the facility will focus on research,
design, manufacturing and testing of specialized
semiconductors for applications such as
telecommunications, aerospace, automotive systems
and defense-related technologies. Viettel said the
project would allow Vietnam to carry out all major
stages of the semiconductor value chain domestically,
including wafer fabrication, which has so far been
absent from the country’s industrial base.

The project forms part of a broader national strategy
to reduce dependence on foreign suppliers and
position Vietnam as a secondary semiconductor hub
alongside regional peers such as Malaysia and
Singapore. Authorities have set longer-term goals to
expand the country's role in chip design, packaging
and testing, while acknowledging that Vietnam is
unlikely to compete with advanced-node producers in
Taiwan, South Korea or the United States.

Vietnam's semiconductor plan also includes a major
workforce push, with targets to train around 50,000
chip design engineers by 2030 and expand the sector’s
labor force to more than 100,000 by 2040. Analysts
note that skills shortages, access to specialized
equipment and export controls on advanced
technology remain key constraints, suggesting the
project is best viewed as a strategic capability-building
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effort rather than a near-term commercial
breakthrough. [Reuters]

Vietnam: Transition to biofuels start June
1

(In) Vietnam plans to officially transition into using E5
and E10 biofuels from June 1. Biofuels are a form of
renewable energy from biomass that have been
converted to liquid fuels. E5 and E10 biofuels are
blends of ethanol and gasoline to reduce carbon
monoxide and smog-causing emissions. (DOE)

The transition aligns with Vietnam'’s plans for
sustainable development. The biofuels rollout is
currently ready within the legal frameworks, technical
facilities and consensus within the business
community however, there are still gaps within the
current standard and technical regulations for the
petroleum industry. The Ministry of Science and
Technology (MST) is planning to address the gaps with
the establishment of a new law with revised provisions
with close coordination with ministries and localities.
[Viethamnews]

Vietnam: State power utility secures
domestic financing for LNG power project

(In) Vietnam'’s state-owned power utility has secured
more than USD 1 billion in syndicated financing from
domestic banks to support the development of the
Quang Trach Il liquefied natural gas (LNG) power
project, highlighting the growing role of gas in the
country's evolving electricity mix.

The loan, arranged by Vietnam'’s four largest state-
owned lenders, will finance construction of the power
generation component of the Quang Trach Il project in
central Vietnam, while related infrastructure such as
LNG storage and port facilities is being developed
under a separate subproject. The plant is intended to
add substantial new capacity to the national grid once
completed.

The project reflects Vietnam'’s efforts to diversify away
from coal while maintaining reliable baseload power as
electricity demand continues to rise adn LNG being
positioned as a transitional fuel in national power
planning. [Tuoi Tre] [ViethamNews]
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International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia

Beijing orders Chinese firms to drop US
and Israeli cybersecurity software

(mis) Chinese authorities have instructed domestic
companies to stop using cybersecurity software from
more than a dozen US and Israeli vendors, citing
national security concerns and the risk that sensitive
data could be transmitted abroad. This move marks a
significant escalation in Beijing's effort to reduce
reliance on Western technology as strategic and trade
tensions persist.

The ban covers products from major firms including
Palo Alto Networks, Fortinet and VMware, as well as
Israeli providers such as Check Point Software,
CyberArk, Orca Security and Cato Networks. Other
companies named include CrowdStrike, SentinelOne,
Rapid7, Mandiant, Wiz and Imperva, which was
purchased by France's Thales in 2023. Some of the
affected firms say they have little or no business in
China, but others, including Fortinet, Palo Alto and
Broadcom, operate multiple offices on the mainland.

The directive reflects growing concern among Chinese
policymakers that foreign cybersecurity tools could be
exploited for espionage or sabotage because of their
deep access to corporate networks and devices.
Chinese analysts have argued that Western hard- and
software could be compromised by foreign
governments and advocate for a substitution with
domestic alternatives.

The immediate market reaction was mixed: shares in
Broadcom fell more than four percent after the news,



while Fortinet's declined by over two percent and
Rapid7's by over one percent, highlighting potential
commercial fallout for foreign vendors with exposure
to China. For Beijing, however, the outcome is strategic
rather than financial. The aim is to tighten control over
digital infrastructure and accelerate the shift toward
home-grown cybersecurity systems, even at the cost of
further decoupling from Western technology
ecosystems. [Reuters] [Modern Diplomacy]

Japan flags EU packaging rules as trade
risk

(dql) Japan'’s agriculture minister Norikazu Suzuki has
raised concerns with European Union (EU)
counterparts over the bloc's upcoming packaging and
packaging waste rules, warning they could hinder
Japan-EU agricultural trade.

In bilateral talks in Berlin last week, he urged that the
new regulations not create trade barriers and asked
the EU to exempt certain Japanese exports—such as
tea and mayonnaise—that rely on sealed packaging for
long-term storage and would be difficult to redesign.

Suzuki said several EU member states share similar
domestic concerns, and Japan plans to intensify
lobbying efforts in coordination with the European
food industry. Alongside the regulatory dispute, he
expressed optimism about expanding Japanese rice
exports to Europe, signaling a push to place Japanese
rice in EU supermarkets within the year. [The Japan
Times]

India and EU near landmark trade deal

(dqgl) India and the European Union are close to
concluding a long-negotiated free trade agreement,
according to Indian Trade Secretary Rajesh Agrawal
and European Commission President Ursula von der
Leyen, with talks expected to finish this month ahead
of a high-level India-European Union (EU) summit in
New Delhi. If finalized, it would become India’s largest
trade deal and the EU’s most significant economic
partnership in South Asia.

The agreement aims to deepen bilateral economic ties,
diversify supply chains, and reduce dependence on
China and Russia at a time of rising global
protectionism and uncertainty over U.S. trade policy. It
would grant European firms greater access to India’s
large but protected market, while India seeks improved
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entry for labor-intensive exports and recognition of its
manufacturing sectors.

Negotiations cover goods, services, investment, digital
trade, intellectual property, and green technologies,
with expectations of increased European investment in
Indian manufacturing, infrastructure, and renewable
energy. However, India is keeping its agriculture and
dairy sectors largely shielded, and disputes remain
over regulatory standards and the EU's carbon border
levy, which affects Indian exports. [Reuters] [Euractiv]

Von der Leyen and European Council President
Antonio Luis Santos da Costa will visit India from
January 25-27, attend the 77th Republic Day
celebrations as guests of honor, and co-chair the 16th
India-EU Summit with Prime Minister Narendra Modi
in New Delhi. [European Council]

The visit comes shortly after follows German
Chancellor Friedrich Merz's trip to India earlier this
month (see AiR No. 2, January/2026, 2), reflecting
coordinated European engagement with New Delhi,
particularly around the long-pending free trade
agreement (FTA).

The summit aims to finalize negotiations on the
comprehensive FTA, alongside an investment
protection agreement and a geographical indications
pact, talks that were revived in June 2022 after a nine-
year stalemate.

The EU is India’s largest goods trading partner, with
bilateral trade reaching USD 136.53 billion in 2024-25,
including USD 75.85 billion in Indian exports and USD
60.68 billion in imports. [Mint]

India pushes BRICS digital currency link

(dqgl) India’s central bank is pushing for BRICS countries
to interconnect their central bank digital currencies
(CBDCs) to facilitate cross-border trade and tourism
payments, a move that would mark the bloc’s first
concrete step toward shared digital currency
infrastructure.

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has recommended
placing the proposal on the agenda of the 2026 BRICS
summit, which India will host, building on earlier
commitments to improve payment-system
interoperability. The initiative is framed as a technical
efficiency measure but carries clear geopolitical
implications. Closer CBDC linkages could gradually
reduce dependence on the U.S. dollar in intra-BRICS
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transactions, potentially provoking U.S. opposition
amid rising trade and strategic tensions. Washington
has already warned against dollar-bypassing
mechanisms and portrayed BRICS as hostile to U.S.
interests.

All major BRICS members are running CBDC pilots,
with India’s e-rupee gaining several million users and
China seeking greater international use of the digital
yuan. However, significant obstacles remain, including
agreement on technology standards, governance rules,
regulatory alignment, and mechanisms to manage
trade imbalances.

One option under discussion is bilateral central bank
swap lines to settle mismatched flows—an issue that
has previously complicated local-currency trade
between Russia and India. [Reuters]

U.S. invites India to Trump’s Gaza “Board
of Peace”

(dgl) The United States has invited India to join a newly
proposed “Gaza Board of Peace,” a body announced by
President Donald Trump as part of the second phase
of a U.S.-backed plan to end the Israel-Hamas war.

The board is intended to oversee Gaza's post-war
governance, including the creation of a new Palestinian
administrative body, the deployment of an
international security force, the disarmament of
Hamas, and large-scale reconstruction. Funding would
be raised from participating states, with permanent
membership reportedly tied to a USD 1 billion
contribution. Multiple countries across different
regions have been invited, though most governments
have reacted cautiously; only Hungary has openly
accepted so far.

The initiative is controversial. Israel has publicly
objected to aspects of the plan, citing a lack of
coordination, while several European governments
have expressed unease that the board—and its draft
charter—could weaken the authority of the United
Nations.

Comparisons are already being drawn between the
board and the UN, whose influence in the Gaza conflict
has diminished amid U.S. vetoes and funding cuts. The
proposal further raised eyebrows after reports that
Trump would chair the board for life and that its
mandate could later expand beyond Gaza. [India
Today]
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Maldivian parliamentary speaker
undertakes official visits to India and
Saudi Arabia

(Im) The speaker of the Maldivian parliament, Abdul
Raheem Abdulla, has undertaken consecutive official
visits to India and Saudi Arabia, engaging in
parliamentary-level exchanges during the current
legislative recess.

Abdul Raheem departed for Saudi Arabia on January
19 for an official visit running until January 24, at the
invitation of the speaker of the Saudi Shura Council. He
is accompanied by a parliamentary delegation
comprising members from several constituencies as
well as senior officials of the People’s Majlis. [The Sun

1]

The Saudi visit follows Abdul Raheem'’s participation in
New Delhi at the 28th Conference of Speakers and
Presiding Officers of the Commonwealth, held earlier
this month.

His attendance in India took place against the
background of recent strains in Maldives-India
relations during the early phase of the current
administration, after public calls for the withdrawal of
Indian military personnel and controversy surrounding
remarks by junior officials, which were later disavowed
by the Maldivian government. Officials from both
countries have since stated an intention to maintain
bilateral relations and continue official-level
engagement. The speaker’s participation in a
multilateral parliamentary forum in India forms part of
that ongoing contact. [The Sun 2]

Pakistan air force deploys F-16 Block-52
jets to Saudi Arabia for multinational
combat exercise

(Im) Pakistan has deployed Pakistan Air Force F-16
Block-52 fighter aircraft to Saudi Arabia to participate
in the multinational air combat exercise Spears of
Victory-2026, hosted at King Abdulaziz Air Base. The
drill brings together air forces from Saudi Arabia, the
United States, the United Kingdom, France, Italy,
Greece, Qatar, Bahrain, Jordan, and Pakistan, and
focuses on high-intensity air operations, including large
force employment, night composite missions,
integrated intelligence and surveillance, and
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operations in electronically contested environments.
[Arab News]

Pakistan explores expanded trilateral
defense framework with Turkiye and
Saudi Arabia

(Im) Pakistan is engaged in ongoing consultations with
Saudi Arabia and Turkiye on a possible trilateral
defense framework, with officials from all three
countries confirming that discussions remain at the
draft and exploratory stage and that no agreement has
yet been finalized. The discussions build on an existing
Pakistan-Saudi defense framework, signed in
September 2025, which followed the brief but intense
Pakistan-India conflict in May 2025. During that period,
Saudi Arabia was widely viewed as playing a stabilizing
diplomatic role, a context cited by regional observers
as relevant background to the current consultations.
[Arab News 1] [Arab News 2]

Alongside these security discussions, Pakistan is
simultaneously advancing its economic engagement
with Saudi Arabia, particularly in the strategically
significant mines and minerals sector. During the
Future Minerals Forum in Riyadh, Pakistani and Saudi
ministers agreed to intensify cooperation in mining
and mineral development, with Saudi Arabia offering
technical expertise and knowledge support as Pakistan
seeks to attract foreign investment into resource
extraction and downstream industries. Islamabad has
highlighted opportunities not only in mining but also in
fertilizer production and medical device
manufacturing, positioning the relationship as a long-
term economic partnership rather than a purely
transactional engagement. [Arab News 3]

Pakistan urges restraint in Iran crisis as
regional fears of escalation grow

(Im) Pakistan has stepped up diplomatic and security
measures as tensions between the United States and
Iran intensified, amid widespread regional concern
that a military escalation could destabilize the Middle
East and spill over into neighboring states.

On January 15, major Middle Eastern powers—
including Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Oman, and Turkiye—
privately urged the administration of Donald Trump to
avoid military action against Iran, according to CNN.
Their appeals followed United States precautionary
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steps, including advising some personnel to leave al-
Udeid Air Base in Qatar, the largest United States
military facility in the region, and issuing heightened
security advisories for United States staff in Qatar and
Saudi Arabia. Regional governments warned that an
attack on Iran could provoke retaliation against United
States bases, disrupt energy markets, and trigger
refugee flows. [CNN]

These concerns coincided with Iran’s worst unrest in
decades, sparked by economic hardship and met by a
violent state crackdown. Rights groups estimate more
than 2,600 people killed. While President Trump
initially issued sharp warnings to Tehran—including
public statements suggesting support for protesters—
he later said he had received assurances that
executions were not underway, even as tensions
remained high.

Against this backdrop, Pakistan has publicly opposed
any external military intervention in Iran. Speaking at
the United Nations Security Council on January 15,
Pakistan's permanent representative, warned that the
threat or use of force would undermine regional and
international stability and violate the United Nations
Charter. He emphasized that Iran is a direct neighbor
of Pakistan, with deep historical and societal ties, and
called for disputes to be resolved through dialogue
and international law rather than coercion. [Arab News

1]

At the same time, Islamabad moved to manage
immediate security risks at home. On January 16,
officials in Balochistan, Pakistan’'s southwestern
province bordering Iran, said border districts had been
placed on high alert to prevent spillover from the
unrest. While cross-border trade continued, tourist
and pilgrim movement was suspended, and Pakistani
students were evacuated from Iran. Authorities cited
concerns about militant activity in the border region,
where Pakistan has long faced insurgency by Baloch
separatist groups and remains sensitive to any
weakening of state control across the frontier. [Arab
News 2]

Pakistan has also used diplomatic channels beyond the
United Nations. On January 17, Ishaq Dar, who also
serves as deputy prime minister, spoke by phone with
Kaja Kallas, Vice President of the European
Commission, stressing the need for dialogue and de-
escalation. Dar separately consulted with Iran’s Foreign
Minister Seyed Abbas Araghchi, with both sides
agreeing to remain in close contact. [Arab News 3]

Across the region, fears center on Iranian retaliation
against United States interests, the risk of renewed
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separatist violence along porous borders, and
potential disruption of the Strait of Hormuz, a critical
global oil chokepoint. For Pakistan—already managing
tense borders with both Afghanistan and India—the
prospect of instability in Iran represents a direct
security and economic concern. [EurAsian Times]

Pakistan aligns with US-led Gaza
governance initiative while backing
Palestinian technocratic administration

(Im) Pakistan has confirmed that its prime minister has
received an invitation from the United States to join a
proposed international body intended to oversee
Gaza's temporary governance under the fragile
ceasefire in place since October of last year. The
initiative, referred to by Washington as a “Board of
Peace” and chaired by President Donald Trump, is
designed to supervise a transitional technocratic
administration in Gaza and to remain engaged beyond
the initial transition period. The plan envisages
international oversight of Gaza's governance following
the Israel-Hamas conflict, with no Palestinian
representatives named at the board level so far, raising
questions over legitimacy and local ownership. [Arab
News 1]

In parallel, Pakistan has joined Egypt, Jordan, Saudi
Arabia, Qatar, Turkiye, Indonesia, and the United Arab
Emirates in formally endorsing the creation of a
temporary Palestinian technocratic body to administer
Gaza. In a joint foreign ministers’ statement issued on
January 15, the group welcomed the establishment of
the National Committee for the Administration of the
Gaza Strip, tasked with managing day-to-day civilian
affairs in coordination with the Palestinian Authority.
The ministers stressed that the body must be strictly
temporary and must not entrench any political or
territorial separation between Gaza and the West
Bank.

The statement framed the committee as part of the
second phase of the Gaza peace plan put forward by
Trump, aimed at consolidating the ceasefire,
facilitating Israeli withdrawal, preventing annexation of
the occupied West Bank, and creating conditions for
Palestinian self-governance. Pakistan and its partners
reaffirmed that any durable settlement must be
grounded in United Nations resolutions and preserve
Palestinian territorial and institutional unity. For
external observers, Pakistan’s position places it
simultaneously within a US-led governance framework
and a coordinated bloc of Muslim-majority states
seeking to anchor post-war arrangements in
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Palestinian unity and internationally recognized
parameters. [Arab News 2]

Cambodia’s parliament approves
ratification of UNCLOS

(dgl) Cambodia’s National Assembly has unanimously
approved legislation to ratify the UN Convention on
the Law of the Sea, formally advancing the country’s
integration into the global legal framework governing
maritime affairs.

The vote clears the way for Cambodia to deposit its
instrument of ratification, giving it a comprehensive
legal basis to manage maritime zones, protect marine
resources and the environment, and conduct scientific
research in line with international law. Geopolitically,
accession strengthens Cambodia’s standing as a
coastal state by expanding cooperation on maritime
governance and dispute settlement, enabling
participation in key UNCLOS bodies, and aligning the
Kingdom more closely with regional and global norms
at a time of heightened attention to ocean governance
and maritime security. [Khmer Times]

Indonesia seeks UN Security Council seat
for 2029-2030

(jn) Indonesia has announced it will seek a non-
permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) for the 2029-2030 term, Foreign Minister
Sugiono said, framing the bid as part of Jakarta's
broader effort to strengthen and reform multilateral
institutions amid mounting global pressures.

Speaking at the 2026 Annual Foreign Minister’s Press
Statement in Jakarta, Sugiono said Indonesia’s
candidacy was not driven by prestige, but by the need
to ensure the UN remains responsive, efficient and
capable of delivering tangible results on the ground.
He said the global governance system is increasingly
lagging behind fast-evolving geopolitical, economic and
security dynamics, making institutional reform
essential.

Indonesia has previously served four terms on the
UNSC — in 1974-1975, 1995-1996, 2007-2008 and
2019-2020 — and is expected to launch a diplomatic
campaign soon to secure support from UN member
states. Sugiono said Indonesia’s renewed bid reflects
its continued commitment to multilateralism and its
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strategy of remaining inside the system while pushing
for reform from within. [Jakarta Globe] [Antara]

ASEAN Al Safety Network Secretariat to
be based in Malaysia

(ea) ASEAN member states have agreed to locate the
Secretariat of the ASEAN Artificial Intelligence (Al)
Safety Network in Kuala Lumpur, reinforcing Malaysia's
role in shaping regional digital governance. The
decision follows the endorsement of the ASEAN Al
Safety Network by ASEAN leaders at the 47th ASEAN
Leaders’ Summit in 2025, and reflects growing regional
attention to safe, trusted, and responsible Al
development.

Malaysia's Digital Minister Gobind Singh Deo said the
network will serve as a regional platform for
cooperation on capacity-building, regulatory
preparedness, and safeguards to address risks and
misuses of Al technologies. He added that the initiative
aligns with ASEAN's broader digital agenda, including
the ASEAN Digital Masterplan 2030, which aims to
strengthen regional digital integration.

The announcement was made in conjunction with the
6th ASEAN Digital Ministers' Meeting (ADGMIN) and
related meetings, themed “Adaptive ASEAN: From
Connectivity to Connected Intelligence, held in Hanoi
from January 12-16. Malaysia said hosting the
secretariat underscores its commitment to supporting
ASEAN's digital future and enhancing regional
cooperation in emerging technologies. [Bernama]

ASEAN and China near completion of Code
of Conduct on South China Sea, Malaysia
reveals

(tl) Malaysia's Foreign Minister Mohamad Hasan told
Parliament on January 20 that Asean and China are in
the final stage of concluding the Code of Conduct for
the South China Sea, with completion expected this
year through an Asean-led mechanism involving only
directly concerned countries with South China Sea.

Moreover, he rejected claims that ASEAN has failed to
manage the regional disputes, citing Malaysia’'s
continued as a facilitator in resolving Thailand-
Cambodia border issues at requested of both
countries. On Myanmar, Mohamad said ASEAN does
not recognize the recent elections due to the lack of
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inclusive participation, adding that Malaysia neither
sent observers nor representatives in line with this
position. [Malay Mail]

Myanmar rejects Rohingya genocide
allegations before International Court of
Justice

(su) Myanmar on January 17 told the International
Court of Justice (IC)) that allegations it committed
genocide against the Rohingya minority were
“unsubstantiated,” arguing that the 2017 military
operations in northern Rakhine State constituted
legitimate counter-terrorism actions. The case, brought
by The Gambia under the 1948 UN Genocide
Convention, accuses Myanmar of breaching its
obligations through mass killings, rape, and forced
displacement of Rohingya civilians.

Addressing the court, Minister in the President’s Office
Ko Ko Hlaing said the Tatmadaw's actions followed
attacks by Rohingya insurgents that killed security
personnel and described the subsequent “clearance
operations” as counter-insurgency measures. He
maintained that Myanmar was not obliged to “remain
idle” in the face of what it described as terrorist
violence and stressed that the proceedings should be
decided on the basis of “proven facts.”

Representatives of The Gambia, however, told the
judges that evidence of mass atrocities demonstrated
a pattern of state-led violence showing “genocidal
intent,” citing widespread killings, sexual violence, and
the forced displacement of Rohingya into Bangladesh.
More than one million Rohingya currently reside in
refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar following the 2017
crackdown.

The IC] is hearing several weeks of arguments and
evidence before determining whether Myanmar
breached the Genocide Convention. While the court
lacks direct enforcement powers, a ruling in favor of
The Gambia could increase international political
pressure on Naypyitaw.

Parallel proceedings concerning alleged crimes against
the Rohingya are also underway at the International
Criminal Court and in Argentina under universal
jurisdiction. [Mizzima]
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Google shifts advanced smartphone
development outside China to Vietnam in
supply chain recalibration

(hn) Google plans to relocate parts of its most
advanced smartphone development work to Vietnam,
marking a cautious but significant step in the broader
reconfiguration of global electronics supply chains
away from exclusive reliance on China.

The move will see Vietham host the early “new product
introduction” phase for Google's premium Pixel devices
— a stage traditionally concentrated in China because
of its dense ecosystem of engineers, suppliers and
specialized equipment. Lower-cost models will
continue to be produced in China, underscoring that
the shift is selective rather than a wholesale relocation.

Industry observers view the decision as a test case for
whether alternative manufacturing hubs can support
not only large-scale assembly but also complex,
coordination-heavy engineering work. While Vietnam
has steadily expanded its role in high-end electronics
production, it remains dependent on Chinese inputs
for certain components, tooling and skilled labor, and
faces constraints linked to export controls and
workforce depth.

More broadly, the move reflects growing efforts by U.S.
technology firms to hedge against geopolitical risk,
tariff exposure and supply-chain concentration. Rather
than abandoning China, companies are experimenting
with distributed manufacturing models that spread
critical production stages across multiple countries —
a trend likely to shape the global technology industry
in the coming decade. [Business standard] [Vnexpress]

Vietnam highlights digital transformation
priorities at ASEAN meeting

(hn) On January 6, at the 6th ASEAN Digital Ministers’
Meeting (ADGMIN) in Ha N&i, Prime Minister Pham
Minh Chinh reaffirmed Vietnam’s commitment to
playing a proactive, active and responsible role in
ASEAN digital cooperation.

He identified three ASEAN priorities under the
Community Vision 2045: strengthening digital trust and
institutions, developing resilient digital infrastructure,
and enhancing cybersecurity and digital skills. He also
called for stronger cooperation against cybercrime and
inclusive digital development.
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Minister of Science and Technology Nguyén Manh
Hung emphasized a shift from basic connectivity to
“connected intelligence,” focusing on integrated digital
infrastructure and artificial intelligence.

ASEAN Secretary-General Kao Kim Hourn and UN
Envoy Amandeep Singh Gill reiterated the importance
of narrowing the digital divide and ensuring safe,
inclusive and people-centered digital transformation.
The meeting reviewed progress and set future
priorities for ASEAN digital cooperation. [Viethamnews]
[Viethamplus]

China ready to begin work on Bangladesh’
Teesta Master Plan once technical review
is completed

(Im) China has indicated readiness to begin work on
Bangladesh's Teesta Master Plan once ongoing
technical and feasibility verification is completed,
according to statements made during a joint site visit
by Bangladeshi officials and the Chinese ambassador.

The Teesta River is a major transboundary river
originating in the eastern Himalayas and flowing
through northern Bangladesh into India. It is critical for
irrigation, flood control, and livelihoods in
Bangladesh’s northern districts but is also one of the
country’s most politically sensitive rivers due to the
absence of a comprehensive water-sharing agreement
with India, particularly affecting dry-season water
availability.

The Teesta Master Plan is an integrated river
management project combining flood control,
riverbank erosion prevention, and irrigation
infrastructure across five northern districts.
Bangladeshi and China authorities reaffirmed
commitment to the project, but stressed that
construction cannot begin until Chinese experts
complete scrutiny of feasibility, design, and cost
assumptions, given the project's technical complexity
and long-term financial implications.

Domestically, the project has become politically salient
ahead of Bangladesh's 13th parliamentary elections,
with major parties pledging to implement it. The
interim government is positioning its role as
preparatory, advancing technical groundwork so that
an elected government can proceed without delay.
[Dhaka Tribune]
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Bangladesh summons Myanmar envoy
after border clashes spill over into
Bangladesh

(Im/su) Bangladesh summoned Myanmar's
ambassador, Kyaw Soe Moe, on January 14 after
fighting in Myanmar's Rakhine State spilled across the
border, wounding civilians in Bangladesh's Cox’s Bazar
district. According to Bangladeshi authorities, a 12-
year-old girl was hit by gunfire, and a fisherman lost a
leg after stepping on a landmine near the frontier, as
clashes involving Myanmar junta forces, the Arakan
Army, and the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA)
intensified in the border region.

Dhaka said that at least a dozen villages in Cox’s Bazar
had been affected and described the cross-border
firing as a violation of international law and a threat to
good neighborly relations.

Bangladeshi security forces also detained 53 ARSA
fighters who had crossed into Bangladesh, most of
whom were placed in jail, while one wounded fighter
was hospitalized.

The incident occurred against the backdrop of
prolonged instability in Rakhine State, from where
more than one [The Irrawaddy]

Dhaka formally urged Myanmar to take responsibility,
prevent further incidents, and ensure that clashes
between Myanmar authorities and armed groups on
its side of the border do not affect civilians in
Bangladesh. [Dhaka Tribune]

U.S. officials hold virtual trade talks with
Bangladeshi opposition leader on tariff
agreement

(Im) Senior United States trade officials held a virtual
meeting with Tarique Rahman, acting chairman of
Bangladesh’s main opposition party, the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP), to discuss the interim
government's negotiated tariff arrangement and
broader Bangladesh-United States trade relations. The
meeting, led on the U.S. side by the Office of the
United States Trade Representative, focused on trade
engagement and potential areas for strengthening
economic cooperation, despite Rahman not currently
holding a government position.

Rahman is widely regarded by political observers as
the central opposition figure ahead of Bangladesh's
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forthcoming national elections, with the BNP expected
to perform strongly after years of constrained electoral
competition. [Dhaka Tribune]

Cambodia, China pledge tighter
cooperation to crack down on online scam
networks

(dqgl) Interior Minister Sar Sokha and China'’s Vice-
Minister of Public Security Liu Zhongyi have agreed to
intensify joint action against transnational crime, with
a particular focus on dismantling online scam networks
operating in Cambodia.

The pledge, made during a meeting in Phnom Penh,
comes amid growing international scrutiny over large-
scale scam compounds linked to forced labor and
global fraud.

Both sides highlighted the effectiveness of existing law-
enforcement cooperation and stressed the need for
deeper coordination to safeguard regional stability and
citizens' security. [Khmer Times 1]

Cambodia to pilot four-month visa-free entry for Chinese
tourists

Meanwhile, Cambodia will pilot visa-free entry for all
Chinese passport holders from mid-June to mid-
October in an effort to revive tourism amid a year-on-
year decline in foreign arrivals.

The initiative announced in January 16 targets
mainland China as well as Hong Kong and Macau,
reflecting Phnom Penh’s push to restore visitor
numbers and competitiveness after tourist arrivals fell
13 percent in the first 11 months of 2025. [Khmer
Times 2]

Cambodia, South Korea deepen police
cooperation

(dgl) Cambodia and South Korea have agreed to
deepen operational law-enforcement cooperation,
shifting their bilateral relationship toward public
security as both governments face growing pressure to
curb transnational online scam networks.

The pledge, made during a meeting between Interior
Minister Sar Sokha and newly appointed South Korean
ambassador Kim Chang Yong, focuses on technical
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collaboration, including joint investigations, forensic
analysis, capacity-building, and exchange visits
between police agencies.

The renewed emphasis follows a surge in scams
targeting South Koreans operating from Cambodia and
coincides with Phnom Penh'’s stepped-up crackdown
on scam operations. [Cambodiness]

Chinese drone detected near Taiwan-held
Pratas Island

(mis) A Chinese military drone briefly entered airspace
near the Taiwan-controlled Pratas Islands in the South
China Sea on January 17, prompting warnings from
Taipei and highlighting renewed military friction
around strategically sensitive territory.

Taiwan's defense ministry said a People's Liberation
Army (PLA) surveillance drone entered the airspace
around Pratas shortly before dawn and remained in
the area for several minutes, flying at an altitude
beyond the reach of the island'’s air-defense systems.
Taiwanese forces issued warnings over international
radio channels before the aircraft left the area. Taipei
described the flight as “provocative and irresponsible”
and said it undermined regional stability and
international norms.

China’s military confirmed the operation but framed it
differently. The PLA Southern Theatre Command said
the drone mission was part of “routine flight training”
conducted in airspace around what it calls Dongsha
Island and described the activity as “completely
legitimate and lawful”.

Pratas, also known as Dongsha or Tungsha, is the
largest natural island in the northern South China Sea
and sits at a key maritime crossroads between the
Taiwan Strait and the Bashi Channel. The atoll is lightly
defended, hosts a small Taiwanese military and coast
guard presence, and lies hundreds of kilometers from
both southern Taiwan and the Chinese mainland,
making it strategically important but difficult to
reinforce quickly in a crisis.

The incident is notable because Chinese drones
regularly operate around Taiwan but only rarely enter
the airspace of islands administered by Taipei. Defense
officials in Taiwan said the armed forces would
maintain heightened monitoring and respond in line
with standard combat-readiness procedures.
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The drone flight comes only weeks after the PLA
conducted large-scale “Justice Mission 2025" exercises
around Taiwan, which Beijing described as a warning
against Taiwanese independence and foreign
interference [AIR No. 52, December/2025, 5]. It also
coincides with heightened tensions over recent US
arms sales to Taiwan and increased US naval activity in
the Taiwan Strait, which Chinese forces said they
monitored over the weekend. [South China Morning
Post] [The Straights Times] [The Independent]

China: Trade relations with Central Asia
tops all-time records in 2025

(may) China has surpassed Russia as the leading trade
partner of all Central Asian countries for the first time,
as total trade reached USD 100 billion in 2025.
According to China’s Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM),
Central Asia has accounted for a substantial share of
China’s overall foreign trade over the past five years,
despite external challenges, including disruptions to
international trading systems and their impact on
global trade patterns.

In 2025, bilateral goods trade climbed to USD 106.3
billion, marking a solid 12 percent increase compared
to the previous year. China primarily exported
mechanical and electrical products, including high-tech
goods, totaling USD 71.2 billion. Meanwhile, Central
Asia exported energy, natural resources, chemicals,
steel, and agricultural products worth USD 35.1 billion.
China is also deemed to have gradually shifted its
imports from the region from traditional energy and
resource products toward non-resource goods such as
chemicals and agricultural products.

China’s trade relations with Central Asia have been
directly promoted through high-profile summits
attended by heads of state from both sides. In mid-
2025, the China-Central Asia trade facilitation
cooperation platform was launched at the second
China-Central Asia Summit held in Nanjing, Jiangsu
Province. In parallel, the development of the “Silk Road
e-commerce” framework has further bridged markets
between the two regions. [Global Times]

Central Asia also hosts a range of major Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) projects, particularly in manufacturing,
eco-friendly mining, and advanced agricultural
technology. According to MOFCOM, these projects
have influenced both China’s export growth and the
modernization of Central Asian economies. Looking
ahead, China aims to further deepen trade
engagement with Central Asian partners to consolidate
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long-term economic and trade foundations. [The Times
Of Central Asia]

Canada eases tariffs on Chinese electric
vehicles during state visit aimed at
diversifying trade ties

(mis/ms) Canada has agreed to ease tariffs on Chinese
electric vehicles as part of a bilateral trade
arrangement announced during Prime Minister Mark
Carney's four-day state visit to China, which began on
January 14, signaling a recalibration of Ottawa'’s trade
and foreign policy amid uncertainty in its relationship
with the United States.

Under the agreement, Canada will lower tariffs on
Chinese-made electric vehicles from 100 percent to 6.1
percent for up to 49,000 vehicles per year, with the
quota set to rise to 70,000 vehicles within five years. In
exchange, China will reduce tariffs on several Canadian
agricultural exports, including canola seed, canola
meal, lobsters, crabs, and peas. Canadian officials also
said China committed to easing visa requirements for
Canadian visitors, although Beijing described the
outcome more broadly as a preliminary understanding
on bilateral economic and trade issues.

The deal followed high-level meetings in Beijing
between Carney and senior Chinese leaders and
marked the first Canadian prime ministerial visit to
China in nearly a decade. Carney said the agreement
reflected changing global conditions and the need for
Canada to pursue a more pragmatic approach to
trade, emphasizing that diversification is increasingly
important in a more fragmented global economy.

The move comes as Canada faces growing uncertainty
in its economic relationship with the United States, its
largest trading partner. The Trump administration has
imposed tariffs on Canadian metals and automotive
products and has raised questions about the future of
the USMCA trade agreement, prompting Ottawa to
explore ways to reduce its exposure to policy shifts in
Washington.

Domestic reaction in Canada has been mixed.
Representatives from agricultural provinces welcomed
the tariff reductions, citing the impact of China'’s earlier
retaliatory measures on farm exports. By contrast,
political leaders in Ontario, where much of Canada’s
auto industry is concentrated, warned that greater
access for Chinese EVs could intensify competition for
domestic manufacturers and affect employment in the
sector.
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Analysts say the agreement could lower EV prices for
Canadian consumers and provide limited market
access for Chinese automakers, while also carrying
commercial and political risks. They note that
expanded trade engagement with China can expose
countries to economic pressure during periods of
diplomatic tension.

Reaction in the United States has been divided. Some
US officials described the agreement as problematic,

while President Donald Trump said countries should

pursue trade deals that serve their own interests.

Observers emphasize that while the agreement
broadens Canada’s trade options, it does not represent
a fundamental shift away from the United States,
which remains Canada’s dominant economic partner.
[BBC] [Euronews] [Reuters]

US clears Nvidia H200 exports to China
under new safeguards as Beijing signals
possible restrictions

(ms) The United States has approved exports of
Nvidia's H200 artificial intelligence chips to China under
a new regulatory framework, potentially reopening
shipments of one of the company’s most advanced
processors while leaving their actual entry into China
uncertain due to parallel moves by Chinese authorities.

On January 14, the Trump administration formally
authorized sales of the H200 chip to China, subject to a
series of conditions aimed at addressing national
security concerns. The decision marked a departure
from earlier restrictions imposed under the previous
administration, which had broadly barred exports of
advanced Al chips to China.

Under the new rules, China-bound H200 chips must
undergo verification by an independent third-party
testing laboratory to confirm their technical
specifications before export approval. China may
receive no more than 50 percent of the number of
H200 chips sold to US customers. Nvidia must also
certify that sufficient supplies remain available for the
US market, while Chinese buyers are required to
demonstrate adequate security procedures and
formally commit not to use the chips for military
purposes.

President Donald Trump said in December 2025 that
the administration would allow the exports in
exchange for a 25 percent fee paid to the US
government. The decision drew criticism from
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lawmakers and former national security officials, who
warned that expanding Chinese access to advanced Al
computing could accelerate Beijing's military and
intelligence capabilities and weaken the US
technological edge.

While Washington has cleared the exports, Chinese
authorities appear to be moving in the opposite
direction. On January 15, citing sources, that Chinese
customs officials had instructed agents that Nvidia's
H200 chips were not permitted to enter the country.
Sources also said Chinese officials told domestic
technology firms not to purchase the chips unless
absolutely necessary.

Separately, China is drafting rules that would limit how
many advanced foreign-made Al chips domestic
companies can buy. The rules could allow restricted
purchases under quotas rather than imposing a
complete ban. The policy uncertainty comes despite
strong demand. Reuters reported in December 2025
that Chinese technology companies had placed orders
for more than two million H200 chips, far exceeding
Nvidia's available inventory at the time. [Investing]
[Reuters 1] [Reuters 2]

The diverging US and Chinese regulatory approaches
suggest that while Washington has reopened a
controlled export channel, the practical resumption of
H200 shipments will depend on enforcement,
licensing, and political decisions on both sides in the
coming months.

EU tightens trade and industrial
safeguards in evolving economic
relationship with China

(ms) The European Union has taken a series of trade
and regulatory actions underscoring a broader
recalibration of its economic relationship with China,
as Brussels seeks to balance continued market access
with concerns over industrial resilience, supply-chain
security, and strategic dependencies.

On January 16, the European Commission imposed
definitive anti-dumping duties on imports of fused
alumina from China, concluding an investigation that
found the material was being sold in the EU at unfairly
low prices. The duties, which range from 88.7 percent
to 110.6 percent, will apply for five years and are
accompanied by a duty-free tariff quota for limited
volumes of Chinese imports. Fused alumina is a key
input in steelmaking, glass and ceramics production,
and has applications in defense-related industries. The
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Commission said the measures aim to address market
distortions while safeguarding supply for downstream
European manufacturers.

The decision is part of a wider set of policy steps taken
by the EU in January that reflect a more assertive use
of trade defense and regulatory tools toward China.
Earlier Brussels issued guidance outlining conditions
under which Chinese electric vehicle exporters could
avoid countervailing duties imposed after an anti-
subsidy investigation. The framework allows for
minimum price commitments, provided they eliminate
the injury caused by subsidies and can be monitored
on a model-by-model basis. EU officials have framed
the approach as a pragmatic alternative to blanket
tariffs, though it may limit the price competitiveness of
Chinese EVs in the European market. [See AiR No. 2,
January/2026, 2]

China and the EU have also signaled a willingness to
manage tensions in the electric vehicle sector through
dialogue. Beijing's commerce authorities said both
sides had agreed to explore solutions to the dispute,
while Chinese automakers, including Nio, reiterated
plans to continue expanding in Europe despite
regulatory uncertainty. Industry analysts note that
while European demand remains attractive, tighter
conditions could reshape market entry strategies for
Chinese firms. [Reuters 1]

Beyond trade measures, the EU is also moving to
strengthen controls over critical infrastructure. Media
reports in mid-January said Brussels is preparing to
mandate the removal of certain Chinese-made
equipment from sensitive sectors such as
telecommunications networks and parts of the energy
system, including solar infrastructure. If implemented,
the move would shift earlier voluntary risk-mitigation
guidelines into binding requirements, reflecting
persistent concerns about cybersecurity, data
protection, and geopolitical exposure.

Taken together, the recent actions suggest a more
coordinated EU approach that combines trade
enforcement, negotiated market access, and security-
driven regulation. While European officials continue to
stress that China remains an important economic
partner, the measures indicate a growing willingness to
intervene where dependencies are seen as
strategically or economically risky. Analysts say this
reflects an effort to manage interdependence rather
than decouple, even as competition and political
tensions continue to shape the EU-China relationship.
[Financial Times] [Reuters 2]
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Trade between China and Russia falls for
first time in five years

(mis) China'’s trade with Russia declined in 2025 for the
first time since 2020, signaling a slowdown in a
partnership that had expanded rapidly after Western
sanctions on Moscow. Official data show bilateral trade
fell to CNY 1.63 trillion (USD 234 billion), down 6.5
percent from a record level in 2024, shows data from
China's General Administration of Customs.

According to information provided by Reuters, the
downturn was driven mainly by two factors. Firstly, the
weaker Russian demand for Chinese cars and
secondly, a sharp fall in the value of China's crude oil
imports from Russia as global prices eased. Chinese
exports to Russia fell 9.9 percent in 2025, while
imports declined 3.4 percent. Although December data
showed a modest rebound in Chinese exports and a
strong pickup in imports, this was not enough to offset
the broader annual contraction.

Energy trade remained central but less lucrative. For
the first eleven months of 2025, the value of China's
crude oil imports from Russia dropped 19.6 percent
year-on-year to 328.5 billion yuan, reflecting lower oil
prices rather than a collapse in volumes. Oil, gas and
coal have formed the backbone of China's economic
support for Russia since the invasion of Ukraine in
2022, alongside Chinese exports ranging from
electronics to vehicles.

The automotive sector showed the sharpest
adjustment. Shipments of Chinese vehicles to Russia
fell forty-six percent by volume between January and
November after Moscow raised levies on imported
cars, curbing a surge of low-cost Chinese models that
had previously filled gaps left by Western brands. This
marked a reversal from earlier years when China's car
exports to Russia were one of the fastest-growing
components of bilateral trade.

Both governments have moved to stabilize and deepen
ties despite the slowdown. During President Vladimir
Putin’s visit to Beijing in September 2025, the two sides
signed more than twenty cooperation agreements
covering energy, aerospace, artificial intelligence and
agriculture, and reaffirmed support for the planned
Power of Siberia 2 gas pipeline, which could eventually
send an additional fifty billion cubic meters of Russian
gas to China each year via Mongolia. [Reuters] [The
Business Times]
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UK set to approve Chinese mega embassy
in London after security safeguards
agreed

(ms) The UK government is expected to approve plans
for a large new Chinese embassy in London in the
coming days, following the inclusion of security
measures designed to address concerns raised by
British and allied intelligence agencies.

The proposed diplomatic complex, located at Royal
Mint Court near the City of London, would be the
largest Chinese embassy in Europe. China purchased
the site in 2018 for GBP 255 million (approximately
USD 320 million), intending to consolidate its
diplomatic operations in the UK, which are currently
spread across several locations.

The project has faced sustained opposition from
campaigners and lawmakers, who have warned that
the embassy’s proximity to sensitive communications
infrastructure — including cables serving international
banks and financial institutions — could pose risks of
espionage or interference. US officials, as well as
counterparts in the Netherlands and Sweden, have
also privately raised concerns, according to people
familiar with the matter.

Seema Malhotra, a minister at the Foreign Office, told
parliament that national security had been the
government's “core priority” throughout the planning
process. She said UK intelligence agencies had been
closely involved and that a range of safeguards had
been developed to mitigate risks, though she declined
to provide details.

Housing secretary Steve Reed is expected to formally
announce the decision by January 20, following a
public inquiry and a recommendation from the
planning inspectorate. The ruling comes after several
delays, reflecting heightened political sensitivity
around UK-China relations.

Downing Street has previously argued that approving
the project would strengthen oversight by
consolidating China’s diplomatic footprint in one
location. Officials have also acknowledged that the
decision could help ease broader bilateral frictions,
including Britain’s stalled efforts to redevelop its own
embassy in Beijing — a project estimated to cost more
than GBP 100 million (about USD 125 million).

The decision is likely to smooth the path for Prime
Minister Keir Starmer’s planned visit to China later this
month, which would make him the first UK leader to



travel to Beijing since 2018, as London seeks to revive
trade ties worth more than USD 100 billion annually.

Local residents and advocacy groups have said they
are considering legal challenges, suggesting the
embassy may remain a flashpoint in UK-China
relations even after approval. [Financial Times] [The
Guardian 1] [The Guardian 2]

China taps new West African iron ore
supply as it seeks to diversify critical
inputs

(ms) China has received its first shipment of iron ore
from the Simandou mine in Guinea, a milestone that
underscores Beijing's broader effort to secure long-
term access to critical industrial raw materials and
reduce reliance on a concentrated group of global
suppliers.

The cargo, carrying nearly 200,000 metric tons of high-
grade iron ore, arrived at Majishan port in Zhejiang
province on January 17 after a voyage of more than six
weeks from West Africa. The shipment represents the
start of exports from the Simandou project, one of the
world's largest undeveloped iron ore deposits,
following decades of delays related to ownership
disputes, infrastructure challenges, and financing.

Simandou is strategically significant for China, the
world’s largest iron ore consumer. Around 80 percent
of China’s iron ore imports currently come from
Australia and Brazil, leaving its steel industry exposed
to supply disruptions and price volatility. By investing
heavily in overseas mining projects such as Simandou,
Beijing aims to diversify sources, improve bargaining
power in global markets, and enhance supply
resilience for its steel sector.

The mine’s ore is notable for its high iron content,
estimated at around 65 percent, which allows steel
producers to reduce costs and emissions compared
with lower-grade alternatives. Once fully operational,
Simandou is expected to have an annual production
capacity of up to 120 million metric tons, potentially
placing it among the world’s largest iron ore producers.
However, analysts caution that output will ramp up
gradually over several years due to logistical
constraints, including reliance on newly built rail and
port infrastructure.

China's involvement in Simandou extends beyond
commercial considerations. State-owned firms are key
shareholders, and senior Chinese officials have publicly
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supported the project, reflecting its importance within
Beijing's industrial and resource security strategy. The
shipment also aligns with the establishment of China
Mineral Resources Group in 2022, an entity designed
to centralize iron ore procurement and strengthen
negotiating leverage with global miners. [Caixin Global]
[Reuters]

Kenya secures preliminary duty-free
access to Chinese market

(mis) Kenya and China have agreed on a preliminary

trade arrangement that will allow more than 98% of

Kenyan exports to enter the Chinese market without
tariffs, a move Beijing says is part of its broader push
to deepen trade ties with African economies.

The “early harvest” deal grants immediate zero-duty
access for most Kenyan goods while negotiations
continue on a full bilateral economic partnership
agreement. Kenyan officials said the framework would
apply in particular to agricultural exports such as
coffee, tea and cut flowers and is intended to help
narrow Kenya's long-standing trade deficit with China.

For Beijing, the agreement fits into its policy
announced in 2025 to eliminate tariffs for African
countries with which it has diplomatic relations,
following the global wave of new US trade barriers.
Because Kenya is classified as a middle-income
economy, it was required to negotiate a bilateral
accord to benefit from the scheme, unlike some
neighboring states that already enjoyed preferential
access.

The imbalance the deal seeks to address is rather
significant. In 2024, Kenya imported about 576 billion
shillings’ (USD 4.47 billion) worth of Chinese goods
while exporting only around 26 billion (USD 204
million) shillings to China, leaving a deficit of roughly
USD 4.3 billion in Beijing's favor. Earlier efforts,
including opening the Chinese market to Kenyan
avocados in 2022, had little effect on this gap.

Kenya's trade ministry said duty-free access would
“unlock vast economic potential” for exporters and
allow the country to diversify beyond a narrow range
of raw materials. China has not formally commented
but analysts said the arrangement also supports
Beijing's aim of positioning itself as Africa’s most
important long-term trade partner as Western markets
become more uncertain.
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The agreement still requires approval by Kenya's
parliament before taking effect.

Nairobi has also stressed that closer trade ties with
China will not come at the expense of its relationship
with Washington, as Kenya simultaneously seeks
renewed preferential access to the US market under
the African Growth and Opportunity Act. However,
beyond trade, China remains Kenya's largest bilateral
creditor and a major investor in infrastructure,
underlining that the duty-free deal forms part of a
wider economic relationship that extends well beyond
goods exports alone. [Reuters] [South China Morning
Post] [Africanews]

India and Japan reinforce Coast Guard
cooperation

(dqgl) India and Japan used the 22nd high-level talks
between their Coast Guards in New Delhi to underline
closer cooperation at sea. The discussions focused on
upgrading practical coordination in search and rescue
operations, pollution control, maritime law
enforcement, and training, while improving
information exchange and operational compatibility.

The two sides agreed to broaden collaboration into
technology-driven areas, regular professional
exchanges, and multilateral maritime initiatives,
including India’s upcoming hosting of the Coast Guard
Global Summit, in which Japan will take part. The
engagement draws on the India-Japan Joint
Declaration of August 2025, which sets out a shared
vision for an open and rules-based maritime
environment.

Joint exercises and industrial interactions in Mumbai
will further strengthen readiness, especially in
responding to hazardous marine pollution. [ANI]

India seeks US assurance to sustain
Chabahar Port role as Iran sanctions
pressure intensifies

(dqgl) India is in talks with the United States to ensure
the continuation of its involvement in Iran’s Chabahar
Port under a conditional US sanctions waiver that
expires on 26 April 2026. New Delhi says it remains
engaged with Washington to keep the arrangement in
place, even as it monitors the impact of newly
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announced US measures threatening additional tariffs
on countries doing business with Iran.

The remarks came after US President Donald Trump
warned of a 25 percent tariff on such countries, a
move that could complicate India’s economic and
strategic ties with Tehran. [The New York Times]

Chabahar is central to India’s regional strategy. Serving
as a strategic counterweight to China-backed Gwadar
Port in Pakistan, the part offers a route to Afghanistan
and Central Asia that bypasses Pakistan and supports
the International North-South Transport Corridor—the
7,200-kilometer multimodal transport network that
links sea, rail, and road routes to facilitate cargo
movement between India, Iran, Azerbaijan, Russia,
Central Asia, and Europe.

Progress had previously slowed due to US sanctions,
but India secured a conditional waiver and has since
formalized its role through a long-term agreement
between Indian Ports Global Limited and Iranian
authorities. The port has been used for strategic and
humanitarian shipments, including aid to Afghanistan.
[The Tribune]

Domestically, the opposition Congress party accused
Prime Minister Narendra Modi of surrendering control
of Iran’s Chabahar Port under U.S. pressure, claiming
that India’s USD 120 million public investment in the
project has been squandered. The government has
firmly rejected these allegations, with the Ministry of
External Affairs stating that India has not withdrawn
and is continuing negotiations with Washington to
keep the project on track. [Bhaskar]

U.S. seeks to deepen civil nuclear
cooperation and energy partnership with
India

(dqgl) The United States has signaled strong interest in
expanding civil nuclear cooperation with India
following the passage of India’s new nuclear law, the
SHANTI Act. US Secretary of State Marco Rubio, in a call
with External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar, said
Washington is keen to leverage the legislation to
deepen bilateral nuclear cooperation, create
opportunities for US companies, and strengthen
collaboration on energy security and critical mineral
supply chains. [Department of State, USA]

The SHANTI Act, cleared by Parliament in December
and now in force, modernizes India’s nuclear
framework by allowing private participation in nuclear
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power generation, while keeping sensitive fuel-cycle
activities under government control. It replaces
outdated legislation and is intended to boost clean
energy capacity and improve regulatory governance
(see AIR No. 51, December/2025, 4).

The two sides also reviewed progress in trade
negotiations and reaffirmed their shared commitment
to closer economic ties and a free and open Indo-
Pacific. Jaishankar described the exchange as
productive, covering trade, nuclear energy, defence,
energy, and critical minerals. [The Tribune]

India-U.S. relations have come under strain following
the imposition of steep US tariffs on Indian exports last
year, including an additional punitive levy linked to
India’s purchases of Russian oil. Although India and the
U.S. held several rounds of talks last year to conclude a
bilateral trade agreement, the negotiations remain
inconclusive, largely due to Washington's demands for
greater access to India’s agriculture and dairy sectors.
[NDTV]

India calls on Poland to avoid selective
pressure over Russia ties

(dql) India has conveyed strong concerns to Poland
over what it sees as the selective and unfair targeting
of New Delhi for its trade ties with Russia, including
through tariffs and other forms of pressure linked to
the Ukraine conflict.

During talks in New Delhi on January 19 with Polish
Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski, External Affairs
Minister S. Jaishankar urged Poland to respect India’s
strategic autonomy and reiterated India’s consistent
position in favor of dialogue and diplomacy rather than
bloc-based approaches. [Ministry of External Affairs,
India]

Jaishankar also issued a firm warning against any direct
or indirect support to Pakistan on issues related to
cross-border terrorism, calling for zero tolerance
toward terrorist networks in India’s neighborhood. The
message was widely interpreted as linked to Poland's
earlier remarks on Kashmir and India’s broader effort
to keep European partners alert to Pakistan’s terrorism
record. [The New Indian Express]

The discussions took place as both sides reviewed the
expanding India-Poland Strategic Partnership, elevated
in 2024, and explored deeper cooperation in trade,
investment, defence, security, clean technologies and
digital innovation. Poland remains one of India’s key
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partners in Central Europe, with bilateral trade at
around USD 7 billion—nearly triple its level a decade
ago—and Indian investments in Poland exceeding USD
3 billion. The two leaders also highlighted strong
cultural and people-to-people links, including historical
ties and growing educational and cultural exchanges.
[DD News] [India Manufacturing Review]

Poland broadly acknowledged India’s concerns,
agreeing that selective use of tariffs is unfair and
highlighting its own experiences with cross-border and
state-linked terrorism. [NDTV]

India, UAE deepen strategic partnership
with LNG deal, defence cooperation and
USD 200 billion trade target

(dqgl) India and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have
significantly deepened their comprehensive strategic
partnership through a set of agreements covering
trade, energy, defence and other strategic sectors.
Central to the outcome is a long-term energy deal
under which India will import 0.5 million tons of
liquefied natural gas annually for 10 years from 2028,
worth about USD 3 billion, making India the UAE's
largest LNG customer and raising the total value of
Abu Dhabi National Oil Company (ADNOC) Gas
contracts with India to over USD 20 billion. State-
owned ADNOC is the backbone of the UAE's
hydrocarbon sector and a key instrument of its
economic and strategic engagement abroad.

The agreements were concluded during a brief visit by
UAE President Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan
to New Delhi on January 19 for talks with Prime
Minister Narendra Modi. [Prime Minister, India]

Both leaders committed to doubling bilateral trade to
USD 200 billion by 2032, building on the 2022
Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement that
has already lifted two-way trade beyond USD 100
billion in fiscal 2024-25.

In parallel, the two sides agreed to work toward a
strategic defence partnership through a formal letter
of intent, while also concluding deals in areas such as
space, food security, and emerging technologies. The
UAE additionally pledged investment in infrastructure
and a special investment region in Gujarat. [The New
Indian Express]

The visit underscores the strategic depth of India-UAE
ties and comes against a backdrop of intensified
instability in West Asia, marked by developments
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involving Iran, ongoing conflict in Gaza, and lingering
frictions between Saudi Arabia and the UAE over
Yemen, where Riyadh supports the internationally
recognised Yemeni government, while Abu Dhabi
backs southern militias and security forces, some of
which have at times clashed with Saudi-aligned
government troops.

The timing also coincides with U.S. President Donald
Trump's invitation to Prime Minister Modi to join a
proposed Board of Peace on Gaza, highlighting India’s
growing diplomatic relevance in the region (see article
in this edition). With strong economic and diaspora
links across West Asia, New Delhi continues to
prioritize close coordination with key partners such as
the UAE amid an increasingly complex geopolitical
landscape. [Reuters] [ABC News]

Indian state refiner explores Venezuelan
crude after halting Russian oil imports

(dqgl) India’s state-owned Mangalore Refinery and
Petrochemicals Limited (MRPL) is considering buying
Venezuelan crude oil after halting imports of Russian
crude to comply with Western sanctions, a senior
company official said.

MRPL, which operates a 500,000-barrel-per-day
refinery in Karnataka and exports roughly 40 percent
of its refined products, has stopped all Russian oil
purchases following U.S. and European Union
measures targeting major Russian producers and
restrictions on fuel processed from Russian crude.

The refiner said it would pursue Venezuelan crude if
commercial terms including freight rates are attractive.
Other Indian refiners, such as Reliance Industries,
Indian Oil Corporation, and Hindustan Petroleum
Corporation Limited, are also evaluating Venezuelan
supplies amid shifting global oil trade patterns.
[Reuters] [Qil Price]

Indonesia evaluates trade incentives amid
US drone procurement proposal

(jn) Recent discussions between Indonesia and the
United States have highlighted the intersection of
trade policy and security cooperation. According to
reports, Washington has proposed reducing tariffs on
certain Indonesian exports while encouraging Jakarta
to consider the acquisition of US-made maritime
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surveillance drones. The proposal is presented as part
of broader efforts to strengthen bilateral cooperation
in the Indo-Pacific region.[Defence Security Asia]

The initiative focuses on enhancing maritime
monitoring capabilities, particularly in areas connected
to regional sea lanes. Supporters argue that improved
surveillance technology could contribute to maritime
domain awareness and support Indonesia’s existing
security priorities. At the same time, Indonesian
officials have indicated that any defense-related
procurement decisions would remain subject to
national assessment processes and domestic policy
considerations.[Defence Security Asia]

Brigadier General Rico Ricardo Sirait, Head of the
Information Bureau at the Defense Ministry's General
Secretariat, stated that “Until now, there has been no
specific discussion regarding the request to purchase
maritime surveillance drones, or decisions made
regarding the issue,” while emphasising that “the
procurement of defense equipment is always adjusted
to the needs, capabilities, and policies of the
government, and is not determined by the interests of
foreign parties.” [Defence Security Asia]

Observers note that Indonesia continues to emphasize
its independent foreign policy stance amid growing
strategic competition in the Indo-Pacific. As a result,
Jakarta has responded cautiously, signaling that trade
negotiations and defense acquisitions are evaluated
separately and in line with national interests. The
outcome of these discussions may shape future
Indonesia United States engagement in both economic
and security domains.[Defence Security Asia]

Indonesian President Prabowo heads to
UK for bilateral talks before World
Economic Forum appearance

Indonesian President Prabowo Subianto has begun an
overseas trip to the United Kingdom and Switzerland,
underscoring Jakarta’'s push to deepen strategic
partnerships and raise its global economic profile early
in his presidency. The visit comes as Indonesia seeks
greater foreign investment, expanded trade ties, and
international backing for its development agenda.

In London, Prabowo is scheduled to meet British Prime
Minister Keir Starmer to discuss bilateral cooperation,
with a focus on economic ties, maritime affairs, and
potential strategic partnerships. Indonesia and the UK
have been negotiating closer collaboration in areas
ranging from cybersecurity and trade to climate and
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marine protection. Prabowo is also expected to meet
King Charles Ill, with discussions set to include
environmental and conservation issues, notably
elephant conservation in Indonesia.

Following his UK visit, Prabowo will travel to Davos,
Switzerland, where he will deliver a keynote address at
the World Economic Forum (WEF), one of the world's
most prominent gatherings of political and business
leaders. The 2026 forum is expected to draw more
than 60 heads of state and government, along with
over 1,000 executives and policymakers.

At Davos, Prabowo is expected to promote Indonesia
as an investment destination and engage with
multinational corporate leaders amid slowing global
growth and heightened geopolitical uncertainty. The
trip marks his first major appearance on the global
economic stage since taking office and signals Jakarta's
intent to play a more assertive role in international
economic diplomacy. [Antara] [Jakarta Globe]

Japan, India agree to deepen Quad
cooperation and launch Al dialogue

(co) Japan and India reaffirmed the importance of
cooperation among Quad members during talks in
New Delhi on January 16, with Foreign Minister
Toshimitsu Motegi and his counterpart
Subrahmanyam Jaishankar voicing shared concerns
over coercive economic measures, widely seen as a
reference to China. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan]

The two sides agreed to launch a Japan-India Al
Strategic Dialogue to promote joint development and
human resources cooperation in artificial intelligence.
They also decided to establish a Japan-India Private-
Sector Dialogue on Economic Security, involving
business groups from both countries, with the first
meeting slated for March. [The Japan News]

Japan, U.S. reaffirm “unshaken” alliance

(dql) Japan and the United States have reaffirmed the
strength of their security alliance, with defense
ministers from both countries stressing that bilateral
cooperation remains firm despite concerns in Asia
about a potential shift in U.S. strategic attention away
from the Indo-Pacific.

Following talks in Washington on January 15, Japanese
Defense Minister Shinjiro Koizumi said he received
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clear assurances from U.S. Defense Secretary Pete
Hegseth that Washington remains committed to
regional stability. Both sides agreed to enhance
deterrence by expanding joint military activities,
particularly in Japan's southwestern island chain near
Taiwan, and by deepening cooperation in defense
industrial production. [Department of War, USA]

The discussions come against the backdrop of unease
among regional partners over the Trump
administration’s stated priority on the Western
Hemisphere and China’s accelerating military buildup.
[Kyodo News]

Italy, Japan deepen strategic partnership

(dql) Japan and Italy have agreed to deepen
cooperation on economic security, with a strong focus
on safeguarding supply chains for critical minerals and
other strategic technologies, reflecting shared
concerns over China's growing economic and
geopolitical influence.

During talks in Tokyo, Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi
and Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni elevated bilateral
ties to a “special strategic partnership,” expanding
collaboration across security, advanced technologies
such as semiconductors, Al and space, as well as
energy resilience, including emergency LNG supplies.
Both leaders voiced alarm over economic coercion and
export controls that disrupt global supply chains—
widely seen as a reference to China. [Prime Minister’s
Office, Japan 1] [Prime Minister's Office, Japan 2]

At the core of the partnership is defence cooperation,
notably the Global Combat Air Programme (GCAP) with
the UK to develop a sixth-generation fighter jet by
2035. The project, backed by substantial British
funding and shared cost commitments from Japan and
Italy, aims to deliver an advanced stealth aircraft with
next-generation sensors, electronic warfare
capabilities and drone integration, replacing current
fighter fleets in all three countries.

The summit comes as bilateral trade reached about
USD 11.6 billion in 2024, with significant two-way
investment flows, and amid rising tensions between
Japan and China over trade restrictions and Taiwan.
[Kyodo News] [euronews]

China hands over military facility to Laos
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(ms) China has completed and handed over a new
military facility to the Lao People’s Army in Phongsaly
province, highlighting the steady expansion of it
defense presence in the country. The handover took
place on January 18 at Laos' Ministry of National
Defense, according to official announcements from
both sides. Senior representatives from the Lao and
Chinese governments and armed forces attended the
ceremony.

The project involved the construction of a battalion-
level military camp for the 19th Border Guard Battalion
in northern Laos. The facility includes administrative
buildings, accommodation, a conference hall, dining
facilities, and supporting infrastructure such as water
and power systems. Equipment for daily operations
and living needs was also provided as part of the
project. No financial details were disclosed, and the
assistance was described as a grant from the Chinese
side.

The handover comes amid a broader pattern of
growing military engagement between China and Laos.
In recent years, China has supported Laos through
infrastructure-related defense assistance, training
programs, officer education, and limited material
support. While the scale of this cooperation remains
modest compared with China'’s ties to larger regional
militaries, it has become more visible, particularly in
remote northern provinces bordering China.

Defense cooperation forms part of China's wider
presence in Laos, where Beijing is already a major
investor and creditor. Projects such as the China-Laos
railway and hydropower developments have increased
economic interdependence, while security cooperation
adds another layer to the bilateral relationship. For
Laos, which faces fiscal constraints and limited defense
resources, external assistance helps improve basic
military infrastructure and logistics without large
budgetary outlays.

From a regional perspective, analysts note that China’s
engagement with Laos reflects Beijing's interest in
stability along its southwestern frontier and in
strengthening ties with neighboring governments in
mainland Southeast Asia. Military assistance in this
context is generally framed as capacity-building rather
than power projection, though it also contributes to
China’s broader diplomatic influence. [The Laotian
Times]

Laos and Germany expand cooperation on
forest and biodiversity protection
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(ms) Laos and Germany have agreed to deepen
bilateral cooperation on forest conservation and
biodiversity protection, extending long-standing efforts
to preserve natural ecosystems while supporting
sustainable livelihoods. The agreement was signed on
January 16, and builds on an existing conservation
program that has operated for several years.

The new phase includes additional funding of EUR 7
million (about USD 7.6 million) from Germany's Federal
Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development,
alongside EUR 11 million (around USD 12 million) from
the European Union under its agriculture and forestry
connectivity initiative. The combined financing is aimed
at strengthening forest governance, improving
biodiversity protection, and supporting sustainable
forest-based value chains.

The initiative places greater emphasis on community
participation, including the role of women, and seeks
to better link conservation objectives with local
economic opportunities. It also focuses on institutional
capacity building, private sector engagement, and
support for civil society involvement in environmental
management. [The Laotian Times]

Malaysia delays entry into force of US
trade deal over sovereignty and clause
concerns

(dqgl) Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim said a
bilateral trade agreement with the United States,
signed nearly three months ago, has not yet taken
effect because Kuala Lumpur is still seeking written
assurances and possible revisions to several clauses.

Although informal understandings have been reached
with U.S. counterparts, Malaysia wants these
commitments formally documented before completing
the legal notification process required for the deal to
enter into force. The agreement, intended to reduce
U.S. tariffs on selected Malaysian exports and ease
market access for American firms, has sparked
domestic criticism over concerns it could constrain
Malaysia's policy autonomy, even as the government
stresses it retains the right to withdraw at any time.

Separately, the prime minister reaffirmed Malaysia’'s
intent to manage U.S. relations carefully following new
U.S. tariffs linked to Iran, while maintaining diplomatic
ties with Tehran and publicly defending Iran’s
sovereignty. [The Edge Malaysia]
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China, Mongolia reaffirm commitment to
deepening economic cooperation

(fs) Prime minister of Mongolia Gombojav
Zandanshatar met with Chinese Ambassador to
Mongolia Shen Minjuan on January 13 to discuss the
development of bilateral relations and economic
cooperation.

Zandanshatar emphasized the importance of
intergovernmental projects in delivering socio-
economic benefits and reaffirmed Mongolia’s
commitment to achieving the joint target of increasing
bilateral trade turnover to USD 20 billion in 2026.

Minjuan highlighted the potential to further expand
economic cooperation despite global economic
challenges. Both sides also expressed readiness to
cooperate on transit transportation to support
Mongolian exports to third-country markets. [Open.kg]

On a separate development, Minister of Industry and
Mineral Resources of Mongolia G. Damdinyam met
with China’s Minister of Natural Resources Guan Zhi'ou
during an official visit to China to discuss expanding
bilateral cooperation in geology and mineral resources.

The two sides agreed to conclude a formal cooperation
agreement covering joint geological and geochemical
surveys in border regions, supporting research
activities, staff training, and expert exchanges. They
also discussed cooperation on establishing geoparks in
Mongolia, drawing on China's experience. As an initial
step, two joint projects will be launched from 2026 in
western and southeastern Mongolia in cooperation
with the Chinese Geological Survey.

To strengthen human resources, the parties expressed
readiness to pursue a 2+2 joint education program
between Wuhan University and the National University
of Mongolia. Discussions also covered mine closure
and rehabilitation, sustainable use of mineral
resources, and the development of standards and
methodologies.

Mongolia proposed cooperation to combat illegal
small-scale mining of gold and fluorspar through
information sharing and enforcement coordination,
the establishment of joint laboratories to test
beneficiation technologies for low-grade ores and
expanding cooperation in petroleum exploration and
investment. [iToim]

Additionally, Mongolia agreed to conclude a long-term
agreement with the China National Petroleum
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Corporation (CNPC) to increase and stabilize fuel
supplies in the country.

The issue was discussed during a meeting between
Minister of Industry and Mineral Resources
Damdinyam Gongor and representatives of the
Chinese state-owned company. The talks focused on
expanding fuel supply volumes, ensuring stability in
deliveries, and broadening bilateral energy
cooperation.

Gongor underlined that Mongolia is pursuing a policy
aimed at securing a stable and reliable fuel supply to
meet domestic demand. CNPC representatives
presented their plans to support the Mongolian
market and expressed readiness to strengthen
cooperation in the coming years.

At present, Mongolia imports about 95 percent of its
fuel from Russia, with the remaining 5 percent
supplied by China, highlighting the country’s reliance
on external energy sources and the importance of
diversification efforts. [Montsame]

Japan provides USD 3.14 million grant to
strengthen Mongolia’'s power grid
reliability

(fs) Mongolia will implement a project to support the
reliability of its power grid with a non-refundable grant
of approximately USD 3.14 million provided by the
Government of Japan. The project will supply essential
equipment to the National Power Transmission Grid
SOE and the National Dispatching Center SOE to
enhance the stability and operational capacity of the
country’s electricity system.

The equipment to be delivered includes a mobile
transformer testing vehicle and a fully digital real-time
power system simulator, among other critical assets.
The project will be implemented through the Japan
International Cooperation Agency (JICA), a
governmental agency that delivers most of the Official
Development Assistance granted by the country.

The project is expected to stabilize Mongolia's power
supply, improve operation and maintenance
capabilities, and strengthen national energy security.
Japan also noted that the project would help address
equipment-related gaps from earlier initiatives and
support future renewable energy integration.

Mongolia currently generates about 80 percent of its
electricity domestically, importing the remaining 20
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percent to meet demand. [Montsame]

Mongolia, Kazakhstan discuss expanding
agricultural trade, joint projects

(fs) Mongolia’s Minister of Food, Agriculture, and Light
Industry, M. Badamsuren, met with Kazakhstan's
Ambassador to Mongolia, Almas Seitakynov, to discuss
strengthening bilateral economic cooperation.

Badamsuren called for the full implementation of
existing agreements to ensure the stable export of
Mongolian products, including wool, cashmere,
leather, and meat, to the Kazakh market. He also
expressed interest in increasing imports from
Kazakhstan, particularly fruits, berries, vegetables, rice,
and high-quality elite wheat seeds to support
Mongolia’s agricultural development.

Seitakynov reaffirmed Kazakhstan's interest in
Mongolia’s cashmere sector and proposed establishing
a joint livestock vaccine factory in Mongolia to improve
animal health and prevent the spread of livestock
diseases.

Both sides agreed to deepen cooperation in transport,
logistics, tourism, and education, and to work toward
improving conditions for cross-border business.
[GoGo]

Mongolia, Russia review cooperation
priorities, planned initiatives for 2026

(fs) Prime minister of Mongolia Gombojav
Zandanshatar met with Russian Ambassador to
Mongolia Alexey Evsikov on January 14 to discuss
bilateral relations and future cooperation.

Zandanshatar welcomed the ratification by Mongolia
and Russia of the Interim Trade Agreement between
Mongolia and the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU),
expressing hope that remaining EAEU members would
complete ratification soon.

Zandanshatar also welcomed outcomes of the
Mongolia-Russia Intergovernmental Commission
meeting held in Ulaanbaatar in late December,
including agreements on increasing and stabilizing
petroleum product supplies and continuing electricity
deliveries to western Mongolia (see AiR No. 51,
December/2025, 4).
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Evsikov reaffirmed Russia’s commitment to
implementing agreed measures and announced plans
for joint cultural and humanitarian events in 2026.
[Montsame]

Mongolia, Bulgaria discuss deeper inter-
parliamentary cooperation

(fs) Chair of the Bulgaria-Mongolia Friendship Group in
Bulgaria’s National Assembly Rositsa Kirova received
an official delegation from the Mongolian parliament
led by head of the Mongolia-Bulgaria Parliamentary
Group and chair of the Standing Committee on State
Structure Tsend Sandag-Ochir on January 12 for talks
on strengthening parliamentary cooperation.

Discussions focused on deepening inter-parliamentary
dialogue and expanding the exchange of good
practices in legislative work and the functioning of
standing committees. The talks also addressed
Bulgaria's experience in strengthening energy
independence, including diversifying energy supplies,
as well as challenges related to disinformation, the
influence of social media, and cooperation with
professional organizations to maintain social stability.
[BNA]

Myanmar, Indian senior generals hold
talks on border security and expanding
military cooperation

(su) General Kyaw Swar Lin, Chief of the General Staff
(Army, Navy, Air) of Myanmar's State Security and
Peace Commission, met Lieutenant General AS
Pendharkar, General Officer Commanding of the
Indian Army’s 3rd Corps, in Nay Pyi Taw on January 16
to discuss strengthening bilateral military cooperation.
The talks focused on enhancing coordination on
border security and stability, as well as on further
developing defense ties between the two countries.
[Eleven Myanmar]

Myanmar protests Timor-Leste
president’s meeting with Chin rights

group
(anl/su/ms) Myanmar has lodged a formal protest

against Timor-Leste after President José Ramos-Horta
met with representatives of the Chin Human Rights
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Organization (CHRO), accusing Dili of interfering in
Myanmar's internal affairs.

According to a CHRO press release, President Ramos-
Horta received a delegation from the organization to
discuss the worsening humanitarian situation in
Myanmar and the need to promote justice and
accountability. CHRO stated that its delegates briefed
the Timorese president on what they described as
systematic abuses and a “reign of terror” perpetrated
by the Myanmar military against civilians.

The meeting also reportedly addressed recent legal
proceedings initiated by CHRO in Timor-Leste. The
organization has filed a criminal complaint with the
country’'s Public Prosecutor’s Office against several
members of the Myanmar junta, accusing them of
crimes against humanity. [The Irrawaddy]

Foreign ministry summons Timorese chargé d'offaires

In addition, Myanmar’'s Ministry of Foreign Affairs
summoned the Chargé d'Affaires of the Timor-Leste
Embassy on January 16 and issued a formal warning
over what it described as interference in Myanmar's
internal affairs.

According to an official statement, the Permanent
Secretary conveyed Myanmar's strong opposition to
the Timor-Leste government's engagement with
opposition groups and said such actions violated
commitments under the ASEAN Charter and the
organization's fundamental principles. A formal letter
of notice was presented to the chargé d'affaires, with
Naypyitaw urging Dili to refrain from activities it
considers inconsistent with ASEAN norms of non-
interference. [Eleven Myanmar]

Timor-Leste's stance on Myanmar has shifted over
time. For years, Ramos-Horta and other Timorese
leaders openly supported Myanmar's democratic
opposition and resistance groups, consistent with
Timor-Leste's own history of international solidarity
during its independence struggle. However, that
support was scaled back during negotiations to secure
ASEAN membership, which required unanimous
approval — including from Myanmar, effectively giving
the junta veto power.

Timor-Leste formally joined ASEAN in October 2025.
With membership secured, Dili now appears less
constrained, and the president’s renewed engagement
with Myanmar civil society groups suggests a return to
its earlier, more outspoken position. [The Irrawaddy]
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North Korea smashes South Korea’s hopes
for inter-Korean dialogue

(dgl) North Korea leader Kim Yong-un's powerful sister,
Kim Yo-jong dismissed South Korean claims that North
Korea was signaling openness to renewed
communication after recent drone incidents near the
inter-Korean border (see AiR No. 2, January/2026, 2),
instead condemning the alleged incursions as a serious
violation of North Korea's sovereignty. [KCNA]

Following a probe ordered by South Korean President
Lee Jae-myung, Seoul suggested the drones may not
have been launched by its military. In response, Kim
called for a “detailed explanation” from the South while
also acknowledging that South Korea’s military had “no
intention to provoke or irritate” the North. This was
briefly interpreted by Seoul as leaving room for
dialogue. [Al Jazeera]

North Korea-China trade surges amid
improved ties

(co) Trade between North Korea and China rose for the
first time in two years in 2025, increasing 26 percent to
USD 2.73 billion, as bilateral ties improved after
tensions linked to Pyongyang's closer military
cooperation with Russia in 2024.

China's exports to North Korea climbed 25 percent to
USD 2.29 billion, while imports rose 27 % to USD 440
million, with particularly sharp growth in medical and
hospital-related equipment, as North Korea
constructed several large hospitals in Pyongyang and
other major cities. [Nikkei Asia]

China-Pakistan cooperation widens into
agriculture and drone technologies under
CPEC 2.0

(Im) Pakistan and China are expanding bilateral
economic cooperation beyond infrastructure and
energy into agriculture and drone-based (low-altitude)
technologies, reflecting a broader shift toward sectoral
diversification under the second phase of the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC).

In Beijing, Chinese and Pakistani officials, universities,
and firms met at the China-Pakistan Low-altitude
Economy Industry-Education Integration Conference to
advance cooperation on drone technologies, talent
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training, and industry-education linkages.
[Independent News Pakistan]

In Islamabad, Pakistan hosted the Pakistan-China
Agriculture Investment Conference, where Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif presented agriculture as a
priority destination for Chinese investment. The
conference brought together more than 260 firms
from both countries and focused on fertilizers, seeds,
farm machinery, precision agriculture, and smart
irrigation. Officials emphasized technology transfer,
joint ventures, and value-added food processing as
pathways to modernize a sector that accounts for
roughly a quarter of Pakistan’s GDP and over a third of
employment.

These initiatives align with CPEC 2.0, which moves the
partnership beyond transport links, power generation,
and ports toward agriculture, special economic zones,
and technology cooperation. The planned signing of
multiple memorandums of understanding on
agricultural investment underscores the intent to
translate forums into operational projects, positioning
agriculture and applied technologies as core pillars of
the next phase of China-Pakistan economic
engagement. [Arab News]

India raises drone intrusion allegations
with Pakistani military amid frozen ties

(Im) India’s army chief said New Delhi has formally
conveyed to Pakistan’s military leadership that alleged
drone intrusions across the Line of Control and
international border are unacceptable, citing multiple
sightings in Indian-administered Kashmir over recent
days.

According to Indian military statements, several drones
were detected in the Jammu region, with one incident
involving the suspected dropping of small arms and
ammunition, while Indian media described the
platforms as military drones; Pakistan has issued no
immediate response and has previously rejected
similar accusations.

The exchange occurred through a phone call between
the directors of military operations of both countries,
reflecting the limited but functioning crisis-
management channel that remains in place despite
sharply frozen relations following the May 2025
conflict, the worst fighting between the two nuclear-
armed neighbors in decades. [Arab News]
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Japan and Pakistan discuss expanding
trade, investment and sectoral
cooperation

(Im) Pakistan and Japan held senior-level talks on
expanding trade, investment, and sectoral cooperation
on January 17, marking the first Pakistan-Japan
Government-Business Joint Dialogue in Tokyo since
2018. The dialogue focused on improving the
investment environment and identifying practical
cooperation in minerals and mining, agriculture and
agri-food products, and information technology.

Japanese representatives raised operational
considerations for Japanese firms in Pakistan, while the
Pakistani side emphasized its current investment
facilitation priorities, as Islamabad seeks to attract
foreign capital following its 2023 balance-of-payments
crisis and ongoing stabilization under an International
Monetary Fund program. [Arab News]

Pakistan and Sri Lanka agree to expand
religious tourism and cultural cooperation

(Im) Pakistan and Sri Lanka have agreed to promote
religious tourism and deepen cultural cooperation
through joint exhibitions, heritage programs, and
organized religious visits. The understanding focuses
on structured people-to-people engagement, with both
sides planning to involve reputable tour operators to
facilitate visits linked to Buddhist, Sikh, Hindu, and
Islamic heritage sites in Pakistan. [Arab News]

Pakistan-U.S. security cooperation
deepens

(Im) Pakistan and the United States advanced
cooperation on security, counterterrorism, and border
management in mid-January, while Islamabad
separately signaled interest in exploring dollar-linked
digital payment instruments under a regulated
framework.

On January 15-17, Pakistan and the United States
combined operational military engagement with
political-level coordination. On January 15, senior
United States diplomats and military officials observed
Exercise Inspired Gambit-2026 at the National Counter
Terrorism Center in Pabbi, Punjab. The drills—running
from January 8 to 16—marked the 13th iteration of
Pakistan-United States joint counterterrorism training
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since 1995 and focused on interoperability, tactical
coordination, and shared counterterrorism
procedures. [Arab News 1]

Two days later, on January 17, Pakistan’s Interior
Minister Mohsin Naqvi met US Chargé d'Affaires
Natalie Baker in Islamabad. Both sides agreed to
strengthen cooperation on counterterrorism, border
management, and information-sharing, including
capacity-building for civilian security agencies such as
the Federal Investigation Agency, the Federal
Constabulary, and the National Cyber Crime
Investigation Agency. The talks also reaffirmed
cooperation under existing United States
counterterrorism and law-enforcement assistance
frameworks. [Arab News 2]

In a separate but contemporaneous economic
development, Pakistan's finance ministry signed a
memorandum of understanding to explore—not adopt
—the potential use of a U.S. dollar-pegged stablecoin
for cross-border payments within a regulated
feasibility framework. The agreement involves a firm
affiliated with World Liberty Financial, a United States-
based cryptocurrency venture linked to the business
network of President Donald Trump, and is explicitly
framed as an exploratory exercise rather than a policy
commitment. [Arab News 3]

Russian president describes ties with
Pakistan as ‘mutually beneficial’

(Im) Russia-Pakistan relations were highlighted on
January 16, when Russian President Vladimir Putin
described bilateral ties as “mutually beneficial” during
a credentials ceremony for Pakistan’'s newly appointed
ambassador to Moscow. Putin noted that Pakistan is a
full member of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization, and said Russia maintains close
cooperation with Islamabad within that framework.

The remarks reflect a gradual expansion of bilateral
engagement, particularly in economic and energy
cooperation. Discussions on energy date back to 2023,
when Pakistan and Russia explored arrangements for
the supply of Russian crude oil. Building on those talks,
Pakistan confirmed in December 2025 that
negotiations were underway on a potential oil-sector
agreement. In parallel, the two countries agreed in
May 2025 to establish a steel mill in Karachi and are
jointly pursuing the Pakistan Stream Gas Pipeline,
intended to transport imported gas from Karachi to
Punjab. [Arab News]
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Pakistan and Bahrain deepen security,
trade, and economic cooperation during
presidential visit

(Im) Pakistan and Bahrain have agreed to expand
cooperation across security, trade, and investment
during Pakistani President Asif Ali Zardari's four-day
visit to Manama, with particular emphasis on
counterterrorism, counternarcotics, and broader
internal security coordination. Talks with Bahrain’s
leadership reaffirmed long-standing defense and law-
enforcement cooperation, including intelligence
sharing and joint efforts against organized crime and
illicit drugs, reflecting shared concerns over regional
and transnational security threats. [Arab News 1]

In parallel, both sides committed to strengthening
economic ties by translating strong political relations
into increased trade and deeper investment linkages,
with Pakistan encouraging Bahraini investment in
sectors such as agriculture and food security,
information technology, health care, tourism, and
infrastructure. Bilateral trade has expanded in recent
years, rising from roughly USD 500 million to around
USD 1 billion, while remittances from the Pakistani
community in Bahrain—one of the kingdom'’s largest
South Asian expatriate groups—remain an important
source of foreign exchange for Pakistan. [Arab News 2]
[Arab News 3]

Pakistan and United Arab Emirates
advance economic integration and
mobility cooperation

(Im) Pakistan and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have
moved in parallel on deepening economic and people-
to-people ties, agreeing to fast-track negotiations on a
Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement
(CEPA) while also preparing a pre-immigration
clearance arrangement to ease travel.

On the economic track, both sides committed to
expediting CEPA talks to improve market access and
investment flows, with a focus on trade, logistics, ports,
infrastructure, and manufacturing, as Pakistan seeks to
translate longstanding political ties into a more
balanced trade and investment relationship amid
ongoing economic reforms. [Arab News 1]

In parallel, the two governments agreed to establish a
pre-immigration clearance system under which
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Pakistani passengers would complete immigration
formalities before departure, initially via a pilot in
Karachi, allowing arrival in the UAE as domestic
passengers and reducing processing time. [Arab News
2]

Pakistan and Morocco move toward
permanent defense cooperation
framework

(Im) Pakistan and Morocco have agreed to establish a
permanent institutional framework for defense
cooperation, with a memorandum of understanding
expected to formalize collaboration in military training
and related security areas. The framework would shift
bilateral defense ties from largely ad hoc engagement
to a more structured and standing arrangement
covering training, experience exchange, and capacity
building. [Arab News]

Philippines reports increasing amount of
Chinese vessel in South China Sea in Early
2026

(ms) The Philippines has reported a rise in the number
of Chinese coast guard, naval and maritime militia
vessels operating in the parts of the South China Sea
claimed by the Philippines, in the opening weeks of
2026, according to the Philippine Coast Guard (PCG)
and the Armed Forces of the Philippines.

Philippine authorities said that during the first week of
January, at least 41 Chinese vessels were monitored
near several contested maritime features, including
Scarborough Shoal (Panatag), Ayungin Shoal, Escoda
(Sabina) Shoal and waters surrounding Pagasa Island.
The vessels included ships from the People’s Liberation
Army Navy (PLAN), the China Coast Guard (CCG) and
China’s maritime militia.

Rear Admiral Roy Vincent Trinidad, spokesperson for
the Philippine Navy on West Philippine Sea issues, said
Chinese vessels have been operating closer than
before to Philippine and allied ships conducting
Multilateral Maritime Cooperative Activities (VMCASs),
which involve joint patrols and exercises with partner
countries. He noted that while no direct confrontation
occurred, Chinese ships were observed maneuvering
at closer distances than in previous months.
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Officials said the increase continues a trend seen in
late 2025, when Chinese maritime presence expanded
across multiple Philippine-claimed features. Philippine
authorities described the activity as intrusive but
stopped short of calling it an immediate security
threat.

The West Philippine Sea refers to parts of the South
China Sea within the Philippines’ exclusive economic
zone, an area subject to overlapping territorial claims.
China claims most of the South China Sea under its so-
called “nine-dash line,” a claim rejected by a 2016
international arbitration ruling in favor of the
Philippines, which Beijing does not recognize.

In response to the increased activity, the Philippine
Navy and Coast Guard said they have intensified
maritime patrols and surveillance flights and are
coordinating closely with allied forces. Officials
indicated that monitoring and presence operations will
remain elevated throughout 2026 as part of efforts to
safeguard Philippine maritime interests. [Daily Tribune]
[PhilStar]

Vietnam and the Philippines set to sign
rice deal

(ab) The Philippines plans to import 2.5 million tons of
rice from Vietnam in 2026 under a new rice trade
agreement expected to be signed between the two
countries. The Philippines has long been Vietnam'’s
largest rice export destination, accounting for nearly
45 percent of Vietnam’s annual rice export value.
During a recent meeting, Philippine Agriculture
Secretary Francisco P. Tiu Laurel Jr and Vietnam'’s Trade
Counselor in the Philippines Le Phu Cuong discussed
opportunity for cooperation in agriculture sector, with
the aim of strengthening bilateral rice trades and
promoting agricultural investment between the two
countries. The talks come after the Philippines’
decision to suspend rice imports and impose 15
percent tariff the last four months of 2025 to protect
domestic production. While the ban is lifted on Jan 1,
the tariff rate is still applied at a higher rate of 20
percent on imported rice. [Bangkok Post] [Inquirer.net]

Japan and the Philippines sign a new
defense pact

(ab) On January 15, the Philippines and Japan signed a
new defense pact to strengthen bilateral security
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relations amid the growing tensions in the South China
Sea and the Taiwan Strait. The Philippine Foreign
Secretary Theresa Lazaro, and Japanese Foreign
Minister Motegi Toshimitsu met in Manila to sign the
Acquisition and Cross-Servicing Agreement (ACSA), a
new security agreement that would allow the tax-free
provisions of supplies and services between the two
countries when they participate in a joint military
exercise. The ACSA complements and enhances the
existing security agreement that both countries signed
in 2024: the Reciprocal Access Agreement (RAA). Under
this landmark security agreement, both countries are
permitted to deploy troops to each other country's
territory for joint and combat exercises purposes.

In addition to the signing of ACSA, Japan also
announced a USD 15.9 million grant aid for new
security and economic development assistance to the
Philippines. This includes a USD 6 million assistance
package to fund facilities to house rigid-hulled
inflatable boats previously donated by Japan, as well as
support for the establishment of a wireless backbone
network in the southern Philippines, an area severely
affected by separatist conflicts.

Addressing the press after the signing ceremony,
Secretary Lazaro titled Japan as “a vital strategic
partner of the Philippines” and said that the two
countries both recognize “the value of promoting the
rule of law, including the freedom of navigation and
overflight, especially in the South China Sea.” Both
Japan and the Philippines have separate maritime
conflicts with China in the East China Sea and the
South China Sea, respectively. Security ties between
Japan and the Philippines have been tightened in
recent years, as Chinese aggression in the region
intensified. [Manila Times] [Diplomat] [Reuters]

Philippines receives first of six new patrol
vessels from South Korea

(ms) The Philippine Navy has taken delivery of its
newest offshore patrol vessel, marking a key milestone
in the country’s military modernization efforts amid
heightened maritime tensions in the West Philippine
Sea.

The future BRP Rajah Sulayman, the first of six
offshore patrol vessels ordered from South Korea's HD
Hyundai Heavy Industries, arrived in Philippine waters
on January 17 after sailing from South Korea. The ship
was formally met off the coast of Zambales by the BRP
Jose Rizal, the Navy's first missile-capable frigate, in
accordance with standard naval procedures.
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The 2,400-ton vessel is scheduled to undergo post-
delivery inspections, technical checks, and pre-
commissioning activities before entering active service.
Once operational, it will be tasked with maritime
patrols, fisheries protection, anti-smuggling and anti-
piracy operations, search and rescue missions, and
disaster response.

The Rajah Sulayman-class vessels are part of a PHP 30
billion (USD 500 million) acquisition under the Navy's
Horizon 2 modernization program, which aims to
replace aging World War ll-era ships and expand the
Offshore Patrol Force from 11 to 17 vessels by 2028.
Five additional ships are scheduled for delivery over
the next two years.

The arrival comes as Philippine naval and coast guard
forces face increasing challenges in the West Philippine
Sea, where Chinese coast guard, naval, and maritime
militia vessels maintain a persistent presence near
disputed features. Philippine officials have
acknowledged that their fleet remains outmatched in
size and capability, underscoring the importance of
new patrol assets to enhance maritime domain
awareness and law enforcement. [PhilStar 1] [PhilStar
2]

South Korean President Lee returns from
state visit to Japan

(co) President Lee Jae-myung on January 14 returned to
Seoul after a two-day visit to Japan, where he held
summit talks with Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi in
Nara on deepening bilateral cooperation amid rising
China-Japan tensions.

The two leaders agreed to advance “future-oriented
cooperation” through reciprocal leader-level visits
under shuttle diplomacy and reaffirmed their
commitment to the complete denuclearization of the
Korean Peninsula, while Lee also urged Seoul, Tokyo
and Beijing to seek dialogue and greater regional
cooperation amid strained Japan-China relationships.

The talks also touched on sensitive trade and historical
issues, including South Korea's ban on Japanese
seafood and joint efforts to identify remains of Korean
forced laborers from World War ll-era sites in Japan.
[The Korea Herald]

The meeting unfolded in a notably warm atmosphere,
highlighted by an impromptu drum session in which
the two leaders played K-pop hits together — an
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unusual diplomatic moment that quickly went viral
online. [BB(C]

According to analysts, the summit exposed differing
approaches toward China, with Japan favoring closer
alignment with the United States, while South Korea
emphasizes the importance of broader regional
cooperation that includes China. [South China Morning
Post]

South Korea moves to ease procedures for
North Korean food imports

(co) South Korea is moving to simplify administrative
procedures for approving imports of North Korean
food items, as the Ministry of Unification advances
modest steps intended to break the long-standing
stalemate in inter-Korean relations through narrowly
defined private-sector contacts.

Officials emphasized that the adjustment does not
amount to reopening broad-based trade with the
North, which remains constrained by UN sanctions,
but rather seeks to standardize regulatory processes
while strengthening checks on food safety and
provenance.

The opposition People Power Party pushed back
against the initiative, warning that even limited
transactions could provide indirect financial support to
Pyongyang's nuclear program and pose risks to
national security. [The Korea Herald]

South Korea, Italy agree to deepen
strategic partnership in high-tech and
security

(co) South Korea and Italy on January 19 agreed to
deepen cooperation in high-tech sectors including
artificial intelligence, semiconductors and aerospace,
while expanding ties in defense and critical-mineral
supply chains. The agreement was reached at a
summit in Seoul between President Lee Jae Myung and
Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni, marking the first
visit by an Italian premier in 19 years.

The two leaders reaffirmed their shared commitment
to the complete denuclearization of the Korean
Peninsula and to promoting peace and stability in the
Indo-Pacific. They also outlined four pillars for
cooperation: economic and trade ties, advanced
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science and technology, cultural and people-to-people
exchanges, and coordination on global security.

Both sides agreed to step up strategic dialogue and
prepare a new bilateral action plan for 2026-2030.
[The Korea Herald] [AFP]

Sri Lanka tightens enforcement on local
fishermen as Indian fishing incursions
continue

(Im) Sri Lanka has announced stricter enforcement
measures against domestic fishermen engaged in
illegal fishing and vessel-monitoring violations, even as
the long-standing issue of repeated incursions by
India’s fishermen into Sri Lankan waters remains
unresolved.

The Department of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources
said that from February 1, any vessel found crossing
foreign maritime boundaries or deliberately disabling
its Vessel Monitoring System will face a mandatory six-
month fishing ban for both the pilot and crew, under
existing law. While officials acknowledged ongoing
challenges posed by frequent crossings of the
International Maritime Boundary Line by fishing
vessels from India’s Tamil Nadu state—often linked to
prohibited bottom-trawling practices—they said no
additional measures are currently in place beyond
routine patrols by the Sri Lanka Navy.

According to official data, naval operations in 2025 led
to the detention of 44 Indian fishing vessels and 346
fishermen for illegal fishing in Sri Lankan waters,
underscoring the persistence of the issue despite
enforcement efforts. [Daily Mirror]

U.S. transfers training helicopters to Sri
Lanka Air Force under excess defense
program

(Im) The United States has transferred ten TH-57 (Bell
206) helicopters to the Sri Lanka Air Force under the
Excess Defense Articles program, with the aircraft
provided at no cost. The helicopters, previously
operated by the U.S. Navy primarily for pilot training
and utility missions, are intended to enhance Sri
Lanka's pilot training capacity, operational readiness,
and disaster-response capabilities.
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The acquisition follows recent operational shortfalls
highlighted during Cyclone Ditwah in November 2025,
when limited aircraft availability constrained
evacuation and search-and-rescue efforts, and the first
batch of helicopters is expected to arrive in Sri Lanka
as early as February. [Daily Mirror]

Taiwan-U.S. ties deepen through tariff
deal, defense financing, arms
procurement, and tech startup
cooperation

(yl/acl) Taiwan and the United States are advancing
their strategic partnership across trade, security, and
technology, marked by a tariff consensus paired with
major investment commitments, expanded defense
financing, and closer industrial and innovation links.
Recent developments underscore parallel efforts to
bolster Taiwan's economic competitiveness,
strengthen deterrence in the Taiwan Strait, and embed
Taiwan more deeply in U.S.-centered semiconductor
and Al ecosystems.

Taiwan, U.S. reach tariff consensus, sign investment MOU

(yl/acl) Taiwan and the United States have reached a
preliminary trade consensus following final-stage
negotiations, agreeing to lower U.S. tariffs on
Taiwanese goods from 20 percent to 15 percent and to
grant preferential treatment for semiconductors and
related products under Section 232 of the U.S. Trade
Expansion Act.

The talks also resulted in the signing of a
memorandum of understanding under which
Taiwanese semiconductor and technology firms
committed to invest at least USD 250 billion in the
United States. The MOU includes credit guarantees
and measures to facilitate Taiwanese firms' access to
land, utilities, and infrastructure in the U.S., while
Taiwan will in turn support U.S. investment in its
semiconductor, Al, defense, and biotechnology sectors.
[Executive Yuan, Taiwan, in Chinese] [Focus Taiwan 1]

President Lai Ching-te said the tariff adjustment would
level the playing field for Taiwanese exporters,
particularly benefiting non-technology sectors that
previously faced higher U.S. duties than competitors
from Japan, South Korea, and the EU. A formal trade
agreement is expected to be signed in the coming
weeks and will be submitted to Taiwan's Legislature for
review in accordance with domestic law. [Focus Taiwan
11


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-irt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-iri/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-ird/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-irh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-gihlug-l-irh/

U.S. advances military financing for Taiwan

The U.S. House of Representatives passed a 2026
appropriations bill that would provide Taiwan with USD
300 million in Foreign Military Financing and up to USD
2 billion in loans and loan guarantees to strengthen
deterrence in the Taiwan Strait. The bill also includes
funding for the American Institute in Taiwan and
requires the U.S. State Department to consider
countries’ support for Taiwan when allocating foreign
assistance.

The measure reflects strong bipartisan consensus in
Congress on enhancing Taiwan's security and
supporting stability along the first island chain. [Focus
Taiwan 2] [Taipei Times]

Taiwan’s sets aside USD 28 billion for U.S arms in
proposed special defense budget

On January 15, Deputy Defense Minister Hsu Szu-chien
said at a weekly Cabinet news conference that about
USD 28.5 billion of a proposed USD 39.6 billion special
defense budget would be reserved for arms
procurement from the United States. Roughly USD 9.5
billion would be allocated to weapons manufactured in
Taiwan, with the remainder going toward foreign
procurement.

Hsu's comments came in response to a claim made the
previous day by opposition Taiwan People's Party
Chairman Huang Kuo-chang, who said that “a very high
percentage [of the special budget] is not meant for
arms procurement from the U.S.” Huang also said that
he “would not endorse” a budget “the contents of
which are unknown.”

In response, Hsu said that under the Classified
National Security Information Protection Act and U.S
security assistance regulations, Taiwan can only make
individual arms procurement packages public after
they have been officially announced by the U.S
government.

He added that five packages have already been made
public, including the M109A7 self-propelled howitzers,
HIMARS multiple launch rocket systems, ALTIUS anti-
armor loitering munition systems, Javelin anti-armor
missiles, and TOW 2B anti-armor missiles. Lawmakers
will be briefed on classified items later this month, he
said.

Hsu also rejected claims that the special budget
amounted to a "blank cheque," citing past instances in
which the legislature first approved overall special
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budget ceilings before reviewing individual spending
items. [Focus Taiwan 3] [Focus Taiwan 4]

Taiwan, Phoenix sign MOU to boost startup cooperation
in semiconductors, Al

OnJanuary 15, On January 15, Taiwan and the U.S. city
of Phoenix entered into an MOU to expand
cooperation on startup-driven innovation in
semiconductors and Al. The agreement, signed by
Startup Island Taiwan, ITRI, the city of Phoenix, GPEC,
and Tesoro VC, aims to link U.S. startups with Taiwan’s
semiconductor R&D and manufacturing ecosystem
while helping Taiwanese startups use Phoenix as a
gateway to the U.S. market.

The partnership will promote participation in
accelerators, incubators, and soft-landing programs,
with cooperation focused on Al, semiconductors and
advanced packaging, advanced manufacturing,
photonics, dual-use technologies, and Al-enabled
healthcare.

Building on a 2023 agreement, the MOU reflects
deepening ties as TSMC expands its operations in
Arizona. During her visit to Taiwan, Phoenix Mayor
Kate Gallego described TSMC's investment as a “win-
win” and expressed interest in broadening cooperation
to areas such as aerospace, while noting progress in
medical and biotechnology collaboration. [Taiwan
News] [Focus Taiwan 5]

Cambodia, Thailand military officers meet
at border

(Im) Senior Thai and Cambodian military officials met
last week under the Regional Border Committee (RBC)
framework to reinforce coordination along the shared
frontier and review commitments made at a recent
special session of the General Border Committee,
signaling efforts to stabilize ties after recent tensions.

The meeting was held at the Chong Sa-ngam border
checkpoint in Si Sa Ket province and was co-chaired by
officers from Thailand’s Second Army Area and
Cambodia’s Military Region 4. Talks focused on
practical confidence-building steps, including
appointing liaison officers to speed up communication,
reducing the risk of accidental clashes between
deployed troops, and exploring cooperation on
landmine clearance to improve civilian and official
safety near the border.
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Separately, Thailand’s Ministry of Defence addressed
public debate over plans to return items seized from
Cambodian soldiers during earlier border incidents.
Citing International Committee of the Red Cross
guidelines, the ministry said international
humanitarian law restricts seizure or destruction of
enemy property except where strictly required by
military necessity, warning that violations could
constitute war crimes. Cultural and heritage sites, it
added, receive heightened protection. [Bangkok Post]

Timor-Leste and Japan discuss bilateral
cooperation during parliamentary
delegation visit

(ms) Senior officials from Timor-Leste and a visiting
Japanese parliamentary delegation held talks in Dili on
January 15, focusing on bilateral cooperation and the
progress of Japanese-funded development projects.

Vice Prime Minister and Coordinating Minister of
Economic Affairs Francisco Kalbuadi Lay met the
delegation as part of ongoing follow-up on Japan’s
Official Development Assistance (ODA) programs, with
Japan recognized as one of Timor-Leste's key
development partners and long-standing supporters
since independence, particularly in infrastructure,
health and education. The meeting was also attended
by Vice Minister for Parliamentary Affairs Adérito Hugo
da Costa.

The Japanese delegation included lawmakers from
multiple political parties and was accompanied by
Japan’'s ambassador to Timor-Leste. Discussions
covered opportunities for expanding Japanese
investment, the role of the private sector, legal and
regulatory frameworks, and oversight of development
projects.

Timorese officials highlighted Japan’s continued
contribution to national development and emphasized
cooperation in strategic sectors. Both sides also
discussed strengthening parliamentary ties and
ongoing support for major infrastructure initiatives.
[Government of Timor-Leste]

Timor-Leste hosts Laos vice foreign
minister to discuss bilateral and regional
cooperation
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(ms) Timor-Leste has hosted an official visit by Laos’
Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs, Phongsamouth
Anlavan, as the two countries seek to deepen bilateral
ties and strengthen cooperation within regional and
multilateral frameworks.

The vice minister was received in Dili on January 19 by
Agio Pereira, Minister of the Presidency of the Council
of Ministers and acting foreign minister. Talks focused
on reviewing existing cooperation and exploring
opportunities to expand collaboration in areas such as
economic and technical cooperation, agriculture,
human resource development and institutional
exchanges.

Discussions also addressed diplomatic cooperation,
including Timor-Leste's offer of land in Dili for a future
resident Lao embassy, as well as visa exemption
arrangements aimed at facilitating travel and official
exchanges. [Government of Timor-Leste]

Timor-Leste and Portugal discuss bilateral
ties and CPLP priorities in Lisbon

(ms) The foreign ministers of Timor-Leste and Portugal
met in Lisbon on January 17 to discuss bilateral
cooperation and coordination within the Community of
Portuguese-Speaking Countries (CPLP), as Timor-Leste
assumes the organization's rotating presidency for
2026-2027.

Timor-Leste’s Minister of Foreign Affairs and
Cooperation, Bendito dos Santos Freitas, held talks
with Portugal’s Minister of State and Foreign Affairs,
Paulo Rangel, focusing on political dialogue and shared
priorities within the CPLP. Discussions centered in
particular on the political situation in Guinea-Bissau,
with both sides reaffirming the organization's stance in
defense of constitutional order and calling for the
release of those detained following the recent crisis.

During the visit, Freitas also met with CPLP officials at
the organization's headquarters, outlining Timor-
Leste's priorities for its presidency, including
institutional reform, economic cooperation and
strengthening political dialogue among member states.
He highlighted Timor-Leste’s recent accession to
ASEAN as an opportunity to deepen links between
Portuguese-speaking countries and the Asia-Pacific
region. [Government of Timor-Leste 1] [Government of
Timor-Leste 2]
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US signals tougher trade stance on
Vietnam as surplus overtakes China

(hn) The Trump administration plans to replace the US
ambassador to Vietnam with a nominee focused on
correcting what Washington sees as an “imbalanced”
trade relationship, as Vietnam’s goods trade surplus
with the US has recently surpassed China’s.

Current ambassador Marc Knapper just ended his
tenure early, and his nominated successor, Jennifer
Wicks McNamara, has said Vietnam should provide
fairer access for US goods and services while
increasing Vietnamese investment in the US.

Despite 20 percent US tariffs, Vietnam recorded record
exports to the US and a large trade surplus last year.
While the new envoy also aims to deepen security ties,
trade issues—especially concerns over illegal
transshipment of Chinese goods through Vietham—
are expected to be a major focus, with scrutiny likely to
intensify.

Vietnam's growing surplus is partly tied to reduced US-
China trade, raising US concerns that Vietnam is being
used to route Chinese goods to the US to avoid higher
tariffs. As a result, scrutiny over illegal transshipment is
expected to intensify under the new ambassador.
[BangkokPost] [Businesstimes]

Vietham and US company sign MoU to
boost Al and digital transformation in
education

(hn) Vietnam has strengthened efforts to advance
artificial intelligence and digital transformation in
education through a new memorandum of
understanding between the Ministry of Education and
Training and US technology group Qualcomm on
January 15. The partnership focuses on three pillars:
developing high-quality human resources for Al and
emerging technologies, enhancing innovation-driven
research through joint centers, projects and
technology transfer, and supporting comprehensive
digital transformation in the education sector.

Qualcomm will assist Vietnamese institutions in
designing training programs, expanding Al research
collaboration and building innovation capacity.
Planned initiatives include the establishment of an
Edge Al Lab at Hanoi University of Science and
Technology, expansion of the L2Pro Vietnam
intellectual property training platform, and continued
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support for the Qualcomm Vietnam Innovation
Challenge. Both sides described the agreement as a
foundation for long-term, sustainable cooperation to
empower students, educators and innovators and
strengthen Vietnam'’s digital and innovation ecosystem.
[Vietnamnews] [Worldnews]

Vietham updates ministerial roles to push
forward UK-Vietnam free trade
agreement

(hn) Vietnam'’s Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh has
issued a new decision, effective January 16, updating
and replacing the 2021 framework for implementing
the UK-Vietnam Free Trade Agreement (UKVFTA). The
Ministry of Industry and Trade (MolT) is designated as
the lead agency, responsible for overall coordination
and key areas including trade policy, non-tariff
barriers, competition, state-owned enterprises,
renewable energy investment, services, e-commerce,
dispute settlement, and cooperation.

Other ministries are assigned specific roles: the
Ministry of Finance leads on tariffs, customs,
government procurement, SME-related issues, and
investment liberalization; the Ministry of Agriculture
and Environment handles agricultural goods, food
safety, and plant varieties; the Ministry of Science and
Technology oversees technical barriers to trade and
industrial property rights; the Ministry of Culture,
Sports and Tourism manages copyright; the Ministry of
Home Affairs covers temporary business presence;
and the Ministry of Justice coordinates transparency
issues.

All lead agencies are required to actively participate in
UKVFTA-related meetings and submit reports to the
MolT within 15 working days, with unresolved issues
escalated to the prime minister for review.
[Viethamnews] [Vietnam]

Announcements
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Upcoming online events

21 January 2026 @ 2:00-3:30 p.m. (GMT-5), Center
for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), USA

Book Launch | China's Weaponization of
Trade: Resistance Through Collective
Resilience

This webcast will feature the launch of China's
Weaponization of Trade: Resistance Through Collective
Resilience (Columbia University Press), the new book
by Victor Cha, Ellen Kim, and Andy Lim. Drawing on
original data covering more than 600 cases of
economic coercion, the authors examine how China—
and the United States—have weaponized trade and
what makes this form of pressure distinctive. The book
introduces “collective resilience” as a multilateral
strategy for states to counter economic intimidation
and rebalance the global order.

For more information and registration, please see
[CSIS].

21 January 2026 @ 12:00-1:00 p.m. (GMT-5), Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, USA

Is Iran Reaching a Tipping Point?

This online event will examine the unprecedented
wave of protests sweeping across all 31 provinces of
Iran, forming a nationwide movement that spans
diverse segments of society despite a near-total
internet blackout. Speakers will assess how these
demonstrations differ from past unrest, the regime's
options for repression amid mounting casualties, and
whether Iran may be approaching a point of regime
fracture. The discussion will also consider the
implications of President Trump's stated support for
the protestors and how the United States should
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respond. For more information and registration, please
see [Carnegie].

21 January 2026 @ 2:30-3:30 p.m. (GMT-5), Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, USA

Power, Perception, and Priorities: How
Americans View U.S. Global Influence

This hybrid event will launch a new national poll
designed by Carnegie scholars examining Americans’
perceptions of U.S. global power and influence,
including widespread views that China's power now
equals or surpasses that of the United States. Panelists
will discuss how concerned the public is about
America’s relative decline, whether Americans favor
continued global engagement or a narrower regional
focus, and how much U.S. power is seen as affecting
everyday life. For more information and registration,
please see [Carnegie].

22 January 2026 @ 1:00-2:00 p.m. (GMT+1), Chatham
House, United Kingdom

What is China's vision for a new world
order?

This event will explore China’s vision for a changing
international order as the post-Cold War system gives
way to new forms of global governance. Speakers will
examine Beijing's push for greater influence for rising
powers through initiatives such as the Belt and Road
and the AlIB, as well as competing interpretations of
whether China seeks a more inclusive multipolar world
or a hierarchical order with Chinese characteristics.
The discussion will assess whether China's emerging
approach can coexist with, or fundamentally challenge,
the institutions and norms that have shaped global
governance for decades. For more information and
registration, visit [Chatham House].

22 January 2026 @ 10:30 a.m. - 12:00 p.m. (GMT+7),
ISEAS - Yusof Ishak Institute, Singapore

The Philippines’ 2026 ASEAN
Chairmanship: Priorities, Challenges and
Regional Implications
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This hybrid seminar will examine the Philippines’ 2026
ASEAN Chairmanship at a time of heightened
geopolitical competition, maritime tensions, and
growing demands on ASEAN's relevance and agency.
Bringing together leading experts and practitioners,
the discussion will assess Manila's priorities,
constraints, and likely approaches to key issues
including the South China Sea, the Myanmar crisis, and
ASEAN's broader institutional and functional agenda.
The session will also explore potential deliverables—
from advancing the Code of Conduct and
strengthening ASEAN-led mechanisms to deepening
economic cooperation, disaster coordination, and
people-centred initiatives—and will be held in hybrid
mode at ISEAS. For more information and registration,
visit [ISEAS].

22 January 2026 @ 9:00-10:00 a.m. (GMT-5), Asia
Society (New York), USA

The Future of U.S. & China Conference
2026: A Shifting Global Order

This hybrid conference brings together Asia Society
Northern California members, experts, and guests to
examine the evolving U.S.-China relationship and its
global implications. For more information and
registration, visit [Asia Society].

23 January 2026 @ 2:30-4:00 p.m. (GMT-5), Center
for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), USA

2026 U.S.-Japan Security Seminar

This webcast will examine how the U.S.-Japan alliance
is likely to evolve in the months ahead following
President Trump and Prime Minister Takaichi's October
2025 meeting in Tokyo, where they pledged to advance
a new “golden age” of cooperation. The discussion will
present a readout of an annual bilateral dialogue, with
analysis of the regional security environment, both
countries’ foreign policy priorities, and opportunities
for cooperation on economic security. For more
information and registration, please see [CSIS].

26 January 2026 @ 10:00-11:30 a.m. (GMT+7), ISEAS -
Yusof Ishak Institute, Singapore
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Navigating the Promises and Perils of
Crypto in Southeast Asia

This webinar will examine the promise and pitfalls of
crypto and blockchain technologies in Southeast Asia,
including their potential to transform financial services
and the risks associated with limited real-world
applications and criminal misuse. Using regional and
international examples, speakers will assess where
these technologies generate genuine value and where
they pose challenges. The discussion will also review
the evolving regulatory landscape across Southeast
Asia and consider policy options to guide crypto
innovation toward more productive and socially
beneficial outcomes. For more information and
registration, visit [ISEAS].

26 January 2026 @ 11:00 a.m. - 1:00 p.m., (GMT-5),
Asia Society (Seattle), USA

Executive Roundtable on Chinese Foreign
Policy and Global Governance

This hybrid panel continues the conversation from Asia
Society Northern California’s Future of U.S. & China
Conference 2026: A Shifting Global Order, offering
Seattle and virtual audiences a distilled overview of key
themes.

For more information and registration, visit [Asia
Society].

27 January 2026 @ 10:00 a.m. - 12:00 p.m. (GMT+7),
ISEAS - Yusof Ishak Institute, Singapore

Small States, Big Roles: Cambodia, Laos
and Singapore Steering ASEAN Through
Change

This webinar will examine how small states have
played an outsized role in shaping ASEAN's trajectory,
demonstrating that leadership within the bloc depends
less on size than on strategic foresight, diplomatic
agility, and consensus-building. Drawing on the
chairmanship experiences of Cambodia, Laos, and
Singapore, speakers will explore how these countries
have “led from the middle” to navigate major-power
pressures, regional crises, and institutional challenges.
The discussion will also distil lessons for future ASEAN
chairs, including Timor-Leste, on sustaining ASEAN's
unity, credibility, and relevance in an increasingly
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contested regional environment. For more information
and registration, visit [ISEAS].

27 January 2026 @ 1:00-2:00 p.m. (GMT+1), Chatham
House, United Kingdom

How can crisis affected countries survive
in the 'new world disorder'?

This livestream event will examine the breakdown of
the post-war rules-based order and the emergence of
a “new world disorder,” marked by intensifying
geopolitical competition, weakened global cooperation,
and escalating humanitarian crises. Drawing on the
International Rescue Committee’'s 2026 Emergency
Watchlist, the discussion will highlight how declining
aid and rising conflict are deepening suffering in the 20
countries that account for the vast majority of global
humanitarian need. For more information and
registration, visit [Chatham House].

27 January 2026 @ 4:00-5:00 p.m. (GMT+1), Chatham
House, United Kingdom

The new threat? An imperial America

This hybrid event will assess how President Trump’s
second presidency is reshaping U.S. foreign policy and
whether the United States is shifting from a reluctant
hegemon toward a more openly imperial posture. The
discussion will examine the implications of
transactional diplomacy, the use of military force—
highlighted by the operation against Venezuela's
President Nicolas Maduro—and explicit challenges to
allies for Europe's security architecture, NATO, and
global stability. Speakers will also explore how this
approach is affecting strategic calculations in Russia
and China and contributing to a more brittle, power-
driven international order. For more information and
registration, visit [Chatham House].

Recent Book Releases

Kai Heron, Keir Milburn, Bertie Russell, Radical
Abundance: How to Win a Green Democratic Future,
Pluto Press, 272 pages, published September 20, 2025.
For a review, see [LSE].

Ching Kwan Lee, Forever Hong Kong: A Global City's
Decolonization Struggle, Harvard University Press, 344
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pages, published August 12, 2025. For a review, see
[LSE].

William Taubman, Philip Taubman, McNamara at
War: A New History, W. W. Norton & Company, 515

pages, published September 23, 2025. For a review,
see [Asian Review of Books].

Jake Adelstein, The Devil Takes Bitcoin:
Cryptocurrency Crimes and the Japanese Connection,
published October 14, 2025. For a review, see [Asian
Review of Books].

Calls

The Centre for Drones and Culture invites paper
proposals for its conference “Critical Drone Studies:
Drones in Society, Politics, and Culture,” to be held
on June 25-26, 2026. The manuscript submission
deadline is January 31, 2026. For more information, see
[Centre for Drones and Culture].

The International Association of Legislation (IAL)
invites paper proposals for its “5th Global Conference
on Parliamentary Studies: Parliaments at a
Crossroads,” to be held on June 4-5, 2026, in in
Luxembourg and at the European Parliament. The
manuscript submission deadline is February 28, 2026.
For more information, see [IAL].

The Paradiplomacy Lab invites paper proposals for its
online conference “Geopolitical Challenges and
Urban Diplomacy,” to be held on March 20, 2026. The
manuscript submission deadline is January 24, 2026.
For more information, see [Paradiplomacy Lab].

Jobs and Positions

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a
Director - Environment, Climate Change, One
Health, Migration. The deadline for application
submission is February 9, 2026. For more information,
see [WHO].

Unitaid seeks an Executive Director. The deadline for
application submission is March 14, 2026. For more
information, see [WHO].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks
a Programming, Monitoring and Reporting
Specialist. The deadline for application submission is
January 31, 2026. For more information, see [FAQO].
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The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)

seeks a Section Head - Research Reactor Safety
Section. The deadline for application submission is
January 31, 2026. For more information, see [IAEA].

The International Organization for Migration (I0M)
seeks a Senior Project Associate - Governance and
Land. The deadline for application submission is
January 30, 2026. For more information, see [IOM].

The International Trade Centre (ITC) seeks a
National Programme Coordinator - LICA 10. The
deadline for application submission is January 29,
2026. For more information, see [ITC].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) seeks a Socio-
Economic Consultant. The deadline for application
submission is January 29, 2026. For more information,
see [UN].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) seeks a Human
Rights Officer. The deadline for application
submission is January 22, 2026. For more information,
see [UN].

RTI International seeks a Director - Surveys and
Observational Studies. The deadline for application
submission is March 31, 2026. For more information,
see [RTI].

Action Against Hunger seeks a Program Director -
South Sudan. Applications will be accepted until the
position is filled. For more information, see [Action
Against Hunger].

The Center for Strategic and International Studies
(CSIS) seeks a Director of Operations / Chief of Staff
- Economic Security & Technology. Applications will
be accepted until the position is filled. For more
information, see [CSIS].

The Center for Strategic and International Studies
(CSIS) seeks a Program Manager & Research
Associate - Renewing American Innovation.
Applications will be accepted until the position is filled.
For more information, see [CSIS].

The Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) seeks a Head
of Programme Palestine. The deadline for application
submission is January 22, 2026. For more information,

see [NRC].

Team:
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Aika Sagheer (as), Alex Bushnell (ab), Amy Carlotti Lu (acl),
Aung Naing Lin (anl), Busawan Kachonnarongvanish (bk),
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