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Dear Readers,

The Asia in Review (AiR) team is pleased to present you
this week’s AiR issue with the latest events,
developments and trends in domestic politics,
international relations and geopolitics in East Asia,
South Asia, and Southeast Asia.

Wishing you an informative read, | extend special
greetings to everyone who celebrates Italy’s
Anniversary of the Unificaction, Namibia’'s and
Tunesia's Independence Day, as well as Ireland’s Saint
Patrick’s Day this week.

With best regards,
Henning Glaser

Editor in Chief

Webpage: www.cpg-online.de, Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/CPGTU
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China: Ethnic unity law passed,
formalizing assimilation drive through
Mandarin and tighter integration

(ms) China has passed a new ethnic unity law that
formalizes a broader assimilation drive by placing
Mandarin at the center of education and official life
and tightening the integration of minority groups into a
single national identity under Communist Party rule.
[Full text]

The law, approved by the National People’s Congress
and due to take effect on July 1, applies across China’s
55 officially recognized ethnic minority groups. It
makes Mandarin the basic language of instruction in
schools and the main language for government and
official business, while requiring it to take precedence
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when used alongside minority languages in public
settings.

The measure is significant because it turns a policy
direction already visible under Xi Jinping into a clearer
legal framework. For years, Beijing has tightened
control over language, religion and education in
minority regions such as Xinjiang, Tibet and Inner
Mongolia, arguing that stronger national cohesion is
necessary for stability, development and security. The
new law gives that approach broader legal backing and
extends it beyond regional policy into national
legislation.

Officially, the law is presented as a way to promote
unity, modernization and what the government calls a
“shared” national identity. It also contains language on
respecting and protecting minority languages and
customs. But its main thrust is toward deeper
integration into the dominant political and cultural
framework of the Han-led state.

In practice, however, it narrows the role of minority
languages in schools, public administration and public
life, while strengthening the state’s ability to define
expressions of distinct identity as threats to unity.
Because the law links ethnic affairs to anti-separatism,
border security, risk prevention and social stability,
dissent or resistance could increasingly be treated as a
legal and political problem rather than a cultural or
rights-based issue.

The context is central to understanding the law's
importance. China officially recognizes 56 ethnic
groups, with Han Chinese accounting for more than 91
percent of the population. Many minority communities
live in border regions that are strategically important,
rich in natural resources and historically sensitive for
Beijing. These same regions have seen some of the
strongest resistance to central control and some of the
harshest state campaigns to reshape religion,
education and identity.

The law also goes beyond language. It promotes ethnic
integration through housing, migration, community
life, development policy and marriage, and requires
religious institutions to follow the official direction of
the Sinicisation of religion. That points to a broader
effort to shape how minority communities are
educated, governed and socially absorbed into the
majority national framework.

What this concretely signals is that Beijing is moving
from selective restrictions toward a more systematized
assimilation framework. Ethnic diversity remains
officially recognized, but under tighter limits set by



Mandarin use, state-defined unity and loyalty to the
party-state. [BBC 1] [BBC 2] [Reuters]

China: Plans to curb local subsidies to rein
in industrial competition

(ms) China will introduce tighter controls on local
government subsidies, as Beijing tries to curb
aggressive competition for manufacturing projects and
tackle excess capacity that has fueled price wars across
parts of the economy.

The State Council said after a meeting chaired by
Premier Li Qiang on March 13 that it would establish a
national “negative list” for local fiscal subsidies, setting
out areas in which local governments will be barred
from offering support. Beijing said regulating subsidy
policies was necessary to maintain fair market
competition and advance the development of a unified
national market.

The move reflects growing concern in Beijing that
provincial and city governments have gone too far in
offering tax breaks, cheap land, and other incentives to
attract high-tech manufacturing projects. Reuters
reported that officials see the practice as one factor
behind excess industrial capacity, price cutting, and
rising deflation risks.

The policy is part of a broader central-government
effort to discipline local industrial policy rather than
abandon it. China’s government work report this
month again emphasized the goal of building a unified
national market, a phrase Beijing uses for reducing
local protectionism and aligning market rules
nationwide.

The significance of the subsidy plan will depend on
enforcement. Local governments have strong
incentives to keep competing for investment, jobs, and
tax revenue, especially as growth slows and fiscal
pressure remains high. China's economy entered 2026
on firmer footing than expected, but Reuters has
reported that weak domestic demand, shrinking
factory profits, and persistent overcapacity continue to
weigh on the outlook. [Reuters] [State Council, China]

China: Bank lending falls sharply in
February

(ms) Chinese banks issued CNY 900 billion (about USD
130 billion) in new loans in February, down from CNY


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-t/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-i/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-d/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-h/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-k/

4.71 trillion (about USD683 billion) in January and
below market expectations of CNY 979 billion (about
USD142 billion). The figure was also lower than CNY
1.01 trillion (about USD146 billion) a year earlier.

Part of the decline was seasonal: Chinese banks
typically front-load lending in January, and the Lunar
New Year holiday reduced business activity in
February. But the scale of the drop also points to a
more structural problem: households and companies
remain reluctant to borrow.

That matters because weak loan demand is a sign that
lower rates and official support are not yet translating
into stronger spending, investment or confidence.
Household borrowing, including mortgages, fell
sharply in February, suggesting continued caution
among consumers and ongoing stress in the property
sector. Corporate lending also slowed from January,
indicating that businesses are still hesitant to expand
aggressively.

Other indicators were steadier. Outstanding loans rose
6.0 percent from a year earlier, a record low growth
rate, while M2 money supply increased 9.0 percent.
Total social financing, a broader measure of credit,
grew 8.2 percent, unchanged from January.

Taken together, the figures suggest that liquidity is
available in the financial system, but demand for
borrowing remains soft. In concrete terms, that signals
a fragile recovery: Beijing may be able to inject money,
but households are still cautious, companies are still
selective, and the economy is not yet showing strong
self-sustaining momentum. [Dow Jones] [Reuters]

China: Tighter scrutiny on overseas
structures for Hong Kong IPOs

(ms) China is tightening oversight of companies
seeking to list in Hong Kong, particularly those using
offshore structures, in a move that could reshape a
long-established route for raising capital.

Regulators have recently discouraged so-called “red-
chip” firms—companies incorporated outside
mainland China but with primary operations within it—
from pursuing initial public offerings (IPOs) in Hong
Kong. While not an outright ban, authorities are
reportedly requiring some firms to restructure before
proceeding, signaling increased scrutiny over
corporate setups and cross-border listings.
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The shift comes after a surge in Hong Kong IPO activity.
The city saw a strong rebound in listings in 2025,
becoming one of the world's leading fundraising hubs
again, supported by regulatory easing, faster approval
processes and strong inflows from mainland investors.
However, the rapid increase in deal volume has also
raised concerns among regulators about declining
application quality and risks in due diligence.

In response, Hong Kong authorities have stepped up
enforcement. The stock exchange is proposing to
expand its “name-and-shame” mechanism to include
not only listing applicants and sponsoring banks, but
also law firms, auditors and other advisers involved in
flawed IPO submissions. The move is intended to
improve accountability across the entire listing process
and ensure higher disclosure standards.

Together, Beijing's tighter control over offshore listing
structures and Hong Kong's increased scrutiny of IPO
quality reflect a broader effort to strengthen oversight
of capital markets. While these measures may improve
transparency and governance, they could also slow
listing activity and complicate access to international
capital for Chinese firms, particularly those relying on
complex offshore arrangements. [Bloomberg 1]
[Bloomberg 2] [Financial Times]

China: Beijing intensifies crackdown on
counterfeit goods and IP violations

(may) The Beijing Public Security Bureau (BPSB) has
reported that over 260 cases of counterfeiting, piracy,
and intellectual property theft have been cracked
down on and more than 700 suspicious parties have
been detained to preserve the order and legitimacy of
official products in the market since the beginning of
2025.

Furthermore, the investigations have also aimed to
uphold consumers' rights and ensure fair competition
in commemoration of the annual World Consumer
Rights Day that falls on March 15, 2026. [Xin Hua]

The primary products investigated have been food,
drugs, and alcohol, as these sectors are crucial for
ensuring public safety. One particular case uncovered
in late 2025 involved the detention of two individuals
for producing, marketing, and selling counterfeit
alcohol through online networks.

Moreover, Beijing's thriving consumer market has
attracted low-quality products designed to resemble
some of the finest creative and cultural goods on the
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market. As such incidents seriously disrupt market
order, the BPSB has, since 2025, launched a
coordinated investigation campaign with regulators
and prosecutors targeting sectors such as museums
and popular accessories. [China Daily]

The campaign has helped gather information on leads
and assess risks before major crackdowns are
launched. As a result, in late 2025, police forces from
several districts in Beijing managed to raid a criminal
group involved in the production and distribution of
counterfeit cultural goods and arrested 29 suspected
individuals.

China: Weapons experts vanish from
academy website as military graft probes
deepen

(ms) Several prominent Chinese weapons scientists
have disappeared from the website of the Chinese
Academy of Engineering, in a fresh sign that Beijing's
anti-corruption campaign may be continuing to cut
through the defense research and procurement
system after high-level purges in the military
leadership.

Chinese media reported at the weekend that the
profile pages of Zhao Xiangeng, a nuclear weapons
expert and former academy vice-president, radar
specialist Wu Manging and missile designer Wei Yiyin
were no longer accessible on the academy’s website.
No official explanation has been given, and it is unclear
when the profiles were removed.

The disappearances come against the backdrop of an
expanding clean-up in sectors tied to military
modernization, especially procurement, missiles,
aerospace and nuclear research. In January, China's
defense ministry said Central Military Commission Vice
Chairman Zhang Youxia and Joint Staff chief Liu Zhenli
were under investigation for serious disciplinary and
legal violations, in one of the most significant military
purges in years. In February, state media announced
the removal of three national lawmakers with defense-
sector ties, including former Aviation Industry
Corporation of China chairman Zhou Xinmin, former
China Academy of Engineering Physics head Liu Cangli
and China National Nuclear Corporation chief engineer
Luo Qi.

That broader context makes the academy website
changes especially sensitive. The areas involved —
nuclear weapons, radar and missile development — sit
close to the procurement and weapons-development
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networks that have been under scrutiny, and that have
traditionally been associated with Zhang's influence
within the military system. There is no public evidence
linking the removed academicians directly to any
investigation, and Chinese authorities have not
commented.

Still, the pattern is familiar. In China’s political system,
unexplained website deletions, disappearances from
official rosters and quiet personnel removals often
precede or accompany formal disciplinary action. On
their own, the missing profiles do not confirm a new
purge. But taken together with the investigations
already under way, they suggest the fallout is still
spreading beyond uniformed officers into the scientific
institutions that support China’s arms procurement
and weapons programs. [South China Morning Post]

China: PLA drone helicopter seen on
amphibious assault ship for first time

(ms) Chinese state media footage has shown an
uncrewed helicopter on board a Type 075 amphibious
assault ship for the first time, offering a new glimpse of
how the PLA Navy may be expanding the use of
shipborne drones on frontline platforms.

CCTV footage released last week showed a lightweight
helicopter drone with folding rotors parked on the
deck of the vessel. Chinese media reports and outside
analysts said the aircraft may be the AR-2000, a
roughly two-tonne unmanned helicopter developed by
Aviation Industry Corporation of China and first
displayed publicly in 2024.

The Type 075 is one of the Chinese navy's main large-
deck amphibious ships and has been deployed in
waters linked to both Taiwan and the South China Sea.
Designed to carry troops, landing craft, armoured
vehicles and helicopters, the ship can support
amphibious, transport and aviation operations.

The footage does not by itself indicate a major
doctrinal shift. But it is the first public sign that China
may be moving to place an unmanned helicopter on
this class of ship, potentially adding reconnaissance,
targeting, search-and-rescue or anti-submarine
functions to an already important platform.

The development is therefore notable mainly as an
operational signal. China has already been investing
heavily in unmanned systems across its armed forces,
and the appearance of a drone helicopter on a Type
075 suggests those efforts may now be extending
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more visibly to large-deck naval vessels. Whether that
becomes a regular capability, rather than a trial or
demonstration, remains unclear. [South China Morning
Post] [The Jamestown Foundation]

China-Hong Kong: Court rules Tiananmen
vigil activists’ subversion trial will proceed

(ms) A Hong Kong court has ruled that veteran activists
Lee Cheuk-yan and Chow Hang-tung, along with the
now-disbanded Hong Kong Alliance in Support of
Patriotic Democratic Movements of China, have a case
to answer in a subversion trial under the Beijing-
imposed national security law.

The defendants are charged with “inciting subversion,”
an offence carrying a maximum penalty of 10 years in
prison. The case centers on the Alliance's long-standing
slogan calling for an end to one-party rule in China,
which prosecutors argue undermines the
constitutional order.

Judges rejected the defense’s bid for early acquittal,
finding that the prosecution had established a prima
facie case. However, the court also dismissed part of
the prosecution’s argument that there are no lawful
means to change the leadership of the Chinese
Communist Party, describing the submission as
insufficiently supported.

The court said it would instead focus on whether the
group's advocacy amounted to a call for lawful
constitutional change or crossed the threshold into
incitement to subversion. The defense is expected to
begin presenting its case in the next stage of
proceedings.

The case relates to the activities of the Alliance, which
for decades organized annual candlelight vigils in Hong
Kong to commemorate the 1989 Tiananmen
crackdown. The group disbanded in 2021 following
arrests of its leadership and the banning of the vigil.
[Hong Kong Free Press]

China-Hong Kong: Former district
councillor jailed 45 months for role in
phone scam scheme

A former Hong Kong district councillor has been
sentenced to 45 months in prison after pleading guilty
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to money laundering offences linked to a series of
phone scams targeting elderly residents.

Wong Chun-yeung, a former Islands District councillor,
admitted to seven counts of money laundering at the
District Court. The case stems from incidents in 2023 in
which victims received fraudulent calls from individuals
posing as relatives who urgently needed bail money.

According to details presented in court, Wong collected
a total of HKD 590,000 (approximately USD 75,000)
from six victims after the scam calls were made. He
was arrested in June 2023 after turning himself in,
saying he had been instructed by others to collect
money.

In sentencing, the judge said that even if Wong was not
directly involved in orchestrating the scams, he should
have been aware that the elderly victims were being
deceived. The court considered mitigation factors,
including financial difficulties and gambling debts cited
by the defense.

The sentence included an enhancement reflecting the
seriousness of the offences and their impact on
vulnerable victims. The court noted that money
laundering carries a maximum penalty of 14 years’
imprisonment in Hong Kong.

Wong was elected as a district councilor in 2019
following the city's pro-democracy protests but was
removed from office in 2021 after his oath of
allegiance was deemed invalid.[Hong Kong Free Press]

Japan: Ruling coalition pushes record
budget through lower house amid
curtailed debate

(dqgl) The ruling coalition, composed of the
conservative Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and its
junior partner, the center-right Japan Innovation Party
(JIP), forced a record JPY 122.31 trillion (USD 769 billion)
draft budget through the House of Representatives,
the lower house of the National Diet of Japan, after
unusually brief deliberations, drawing sharp criticism
from opposition parties that accused the government
of bypassing proper parliamentary scrutiny.

Backed by a supermajority following its landslide
victory in the February 8 snap general election (see AR
No. 6, February/2026, 2), the ruling camp secured
passage despite only 59 hours of debate over 15 days
—the shortest budget discussion in decades.
Opposition lawmakers unsuccessfully sought to
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remove budget committee chairman Tetsushi
Sakamoto for curtailing deliberations. [The Japan
Times]

The government, however, argues that swift budget
approval is necessary to avoid disruptions to public
spending at the start of the new fiscal year in April
while strengthening economic resilience and national
security.

The budget now moves to the House of Councillors of
Japan, the Diet's upper house, where the ruling
coalition lacks a majority. However, the government
can still enact the spending plan because the lower
house has the constitutional authority to override an
upper chamber rejection.

The proposed budget reflects Prime Minister and LDP
leader Sanea Takaichi's expansionary fiscal agenda,
combining growth-oriented investment with a
significant increase in defense spending, including a
record JPY 9.04 trillion (USD 56.8 billion) allocation.
Overall spending has risen for the second consecutive
year, driven by higher costs linked to inflation,
personnel expenses, and Japan's rapidly aging
population.

To cover the gap between revenues and expenditures,
the government plans to issue JPY 29.58 trillion (USD
186 billion) in new bonds, reflecting Japan's heavy
reliance on debt at a time when its fiscal health is the
weakest among the Group of Seven economies. [Kyodo
News]

Japan: Opposition fragmentation deepens
as parties abandon merger plan before
local elections

(dql) Japan's fragmented opposition faces renewed
divisions after plans for closer cooperation unraveled
ahead of upcoming local elections.

The center-left Constitutional Democratic Party of
Japan (CDPJ) and Komeito — a centrist, pacifist and
welfare policy-oriented party, widely regarded as being
backed by the Buddhist lay organization Soka Gakkai,
which is Japan’s largest lay Buddhist movement — have
abandoned a plan to merge their local assembly
members and will instead field separate candidates in
the spring unified local elections.

The cooperation initiative began in January when lower
house lawmakers from the two parties formed the
Centrist Reform Alliance (see AiR No. 3, January/2026,
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3) as a joint parliamentary grouping, with the
expectation that upper house and local politicians
would also join the alliance. However, momentum
faded after Chudo suffered a decisive defeat in the
February general election (see AiR No. 6,
February/2026, 2).

Instead of merging, the CDPJ, Komeito and their lower-
house alliance may now pursue looser cooperation by
endorsing one another’s candidates, although each
party plans to nominate its own contenders in the local
polls. Chudo might field independent candidates.

Resistance within the CDPJ contributed to the retreat
from closer integration, partly reflecting concerns
among some members about cooperating more
closely with Komeito due to its ties to Soka Gakkai and
Komeito's main support base. CDP leader Shunichi
Mizuoka has signaled that the party will likely postpone
merger discussions until after the elections. [The Asahi
Shimbun]

Japan: Reluctance to have children rises
among youth despite policy push

(dqgl) Deepening concerns over Japan’s demographic
crisis are underscored by a growing share of young,
unmarried people who say they do not want children.
A recent survey by a major Japanese healthcare and
consumer goods company found 62.6 percent of
respondents aged 18-29 unwilling to have children in
2025, up from 56.6 percent a year earlier, with financial
pressures, career concerns, and anxiety fueled by
social media cited as key factors.

Official data show births fell to a record low of 705,809
in 2025, marking a tenth consecutive annual decline.
Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi has pledged stronger
action, describing the situation as a “silent emergency.”
[Kyodo News] [The Mainichi]

Japan: Drone “sky paths” planned along
power lines to modernize infrastructure
inspections

(dqgl) Japan is developing government-approved “sky
paths” for drones along power transmission lines to
modernize infrastructure inspections and address
labor shortages. Utilities and technology firms aim to
expand the network to about 40,000 kilometers by
fiscal 2035, allowing drones to conduct routine patrols
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and inspections more safely and efficiently in
mountainous areas.

The initiative is being led by Grid Sky Way, a venture
backed by power utilities together with NTT Data
Group and Hitachi. Early routes, including a pilot zone
in Chichibu, Saitama Prefecture, enable drones to
inspect power lines remotely, significantly reducing the
time and manpower required for maintenance work.
Beyond infrastructure monitoring, the system could
also support disaster response, river monitoring, and
logistics as Japan seeks to expand drone operations to
address demographic pressures and improve
resilience. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Revival of LNG carrier construction
under consideration to bolster economic
security

(dqgl) Japan’s public and private sectors are considering
restarting domestic production of liquefied natural gas
(LNG) carriers for the first time since 2019, as part of
the government's broader push to strengthen
economic security under Prime Minister Sanae
Takaichi.

The initiative would involve major shipbuilders with
plans to utilize existing facilities in Nagasaki. Further
deliberations are scheduled at a transport ministry-led
expert panel, reflecting the project's close link to
national energy policy.

Japan has fallen behind regional competitors,
particularly China and South Korea, in LNG carrier
construction, with no such vessels built domestically
since 2019. The revival effort is tied to a broader
government strategy that designates shipbuilding as a
priority sector, backed by a planned JPY 1 trillion (USD
6.3 billion) in public-private investment over the next
decade. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Reserves tapped to cushion
Hormuz disruption

(Ir) Following Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi's
announcement last week, Japan on March 16 began
releasing oil from its strategic reserves to mitigate
supply risks and stabilize domestic fuel distribution
amid the escalating U.S.-Israel conflict with Iran, acting
ahead of a coordinated move by the International
Energy Agency.
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The government will initially free up 15 days' worth of
privately held reserves, followed by state stocks, as
imports are expected to decline sharply due to the
effective closure of the Strait of Hormuz. Authorities
have also lowered mandatory private stockpiling
requirements to facilitate market supply. Takaichi
previously outlined plans for a record release of
around 80 million barrels—equivalent to 45 days of
consumption.

The move comes as oil prices surge, with West Texas
Intermediate crude briefly exceeding USD 100 per
barrel, and as the IEA prepares a broader coordinated
release of 400 million barrels among member states.
[Kyodo News] [NHK]

Japan: Defense minister calls for deeper
debate on new warfare threats as security
strategy review looms

(dqgl) Japan’s defense ministry has called for deeper
debate on adapting the country’s military posture to
emerging warfare technologies, citing lessons from
ongoing conflicts.

Speaking after a cabinet meeting, Defense Minister
Shinjiro Koizumi said the conflicts stemming from the
Russian invasion of Ukraine and the Iran war have
demonstrated how rapidly modern battlefields are
evolving, particularly through the accelerated
development and deployment of drones. He noted
that technological improvements in drone warfare
during the Ukraine war have occurred within weeks,
highlighting an unprecedented pace of innovation and
underscoring the need for Japan to reassess its
defense planning.

Koizumi's remarks come as Japan prepares to revise
three key national security documents later this year in
response to what the government describes as the
most challenging security environment since World
War Il. The review aims to further strengthen defense
capabilities amid rising regional tensions involving
China and North Korea. [The Japan Institute of
International Affairs]

The minister also confirmed that deliveries of long-
range strike systems have begun, including U.S.-made
Tomahawk cruise missile and Norway's Joint Strike
Missile. These systems are intended to enhance Japan's
“standoff” defense capabilities—central to its
developing counterstrike doctrine—allowing attacks on
hostile targets from outside enemy firing range.
[Nippon.com]
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Koizumi emphasized that the upgrades remain strictly
defensive, reiterating that Japan’s military posture is
limited to the minimum capabilities necessary for self-
defense and would only be used in response to an
armed attack. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Government approves creation of
national intelligence council and agency

(dqgl) Japan is planning a major overhaul of its
intelligence system to improve coordination and
strengthen national security policymaking as part of
Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi's broader agenda to
reinforce Japan's intelligence capabilities—one of three
key policy priorities alongside expanding national
defense and pursuing an active fiscal policy.

The government on March 13 approved a bill to
establish a National Intelligence Council, chaired by the
prime minister, and a new National Intelligence Agency
to centralize intelligence collection and analysis. The
reform aims to address long-standing fragmentation
among bodies such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
Japan, Ministry of Defense and the National Police
Agency.

The agency will absorb the Cabinet Intelligence and
Research Office and be granted authority to coordinate
and analyze information across government ministries.
The new structures will operate alongside the National
Security Council and its National Security Secretariat,
reinforcing the prime minister's leadership over
intelligence policy.

The government aims to pass the legislation during the
current session of the National Diet of Japan and
launch the bodies as early as July. Once established,
the council will draft Japan's first national intelligence
strategy by the end of the year. [The Asahi Shimbun]

Japan: Former SDF chief appointed to lead
National Defense Academy in break with
tradition

(dql) Former top Self-Defense Forces (SDF) officer
Yoshihide Yoshida has been appointed as president of
the National Defense Academy, marking a rare
departure from the long-standing practice of civilian
leadership at the institution.
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Yoshida, 63, is a University of Tokyo engineering
graduate and served as chief of staff of the Joint Staff
until 2024, becoming the first to reach the post from a
non-National Defense Academy background. During
his tenure, he promoted defense diplomacy and
helped advance the establishment of a unified joint
operations command for Japan's Ground, Maritime
and Air Self-Defense Forces, before retiring last year
with an expressed interest in education.

The academy—founded in the early 1950s under Prime
Minister Shigeru Yoshida and functioning as an elite
officer school—was deliberately placed under civilian
academic leadership to avoid a repeat of prewar
militarism and to ensure officers received broad,
liberal education alongside military training. As such,
the presidency has traditionally been held by
prominent scholars, with only one comparable case of
a former senior defense official leading the academy in
the 1960s.

The decision, approved by the Cabinet, reflects a shift
toward prioritizing operational expertise as the Self-
Defense Forces take on more complex and
international roles. Defense Minister Shinjiro Koizumi
emphasized Yoshida's leadership experience and
suitability for training the next generation of officers.
[The Asahi Shimbun]

Japan: First domestically developed long-
range missiles to be deployed

(dqgl) Japan is moving forward with the deployment of
its first domestically developed long-range missile
systems as part of a broader effort to strengthen its
deterrence capabilities amid rising regional security
tensions. Launchers for the upgraded Type 12 surface-
to-ship missile have arrived at Camp Kengun in
southwestern Kumamoto Prefecture, with full
deployment expected by the end of March, according
to Chief Cabinet Secretary Minoru Kihara.

The new missiles, produced by Mitsubishi Heavy
Industries, have a range of roughly 1,000 km—
significantly extending the reach of earlier versions and
potentially placing parts of mainland China within
range.

The deployment forms part of Japan's expanding
military presence in its southwestern defense zone,
including Kumamoto Prefecture, near regional
flashpoints around Taiwan and the East China Sea.
Additional deployments are planned at Camp Fuiji in
central Shizuoka Prefecture — a Japan Ground Self-
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Defense Force (JGSDF) training facility, also used for
joint exercises with the United States Marine Corps —
later this year.

The arrival of the launchers triggered protests outside
the base, with residents and local officials criticizing
the lack of prior consultation and warning that the
deployment could heighten regional tensions and
expose the area to potential attack. Governor Takashi
Kimura said the prefectural government had not been
informed in advance. [AP News] [The Defense Post]

The deployment reflects Japan's shift toward stronger
counter-strike capabilities under Prime Minister Sanae
Takaichi, whose government is pursuing broader
defense reforms, including expanded missile
deployments, closer alignment with partners, and
potential easing of restrictions on arms exports (see
AIR No. 10, March/2026, 2) as part of a wider effort to
counter China's growing military pressure in the
region.

Japan: maritime surveillance capabilities
expand through vessels and drones

(dql) Japan is stepping up efforts to enhance maritime
domain awareness amid rising regional tensions,
combining new patrol vessels with expanded use of
long-endurance drones. The moves reflect a broader
push to strengthen monitoring capacity around key
areas, including disputed waters in the East China Sea.

Navy expands patrol fleet

Japan is accelerating the procurement of new patrol
vessels to strengthen maritime surveillance as regional
security pressures grow.

On March 13, Japanese shipbuilder Japan Marine
United launched two additional vessels of the new
Sakura-class offshore patrol vessel for the Japan
Maritime Self-Defense Force, bringing the program
closer to its planned 12-ship fleet. The vessels—
optimized for routine patrol and surveillance—are
scheduled to enter service around March 2027 and
form part of Japan's broader effort to expand maritime
monitoring capacity.

The compact ships emphasize automation and
efficiency, requiring crews of only about 30 personnel
and carrying light armament while relying on advanced
surveillance systems, including planned deployment of
V-BAT unmanned aerial vehicle drones from Shield Al.
[Naval News]
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Coast guard to double SeaGuardian drone fleet

Japan plans to strengthen maritime surveillance by
expanding the use of large unmanned aircraft
operated by the Japan Coast Guard amid rising
regional tensions. Under the draft fiscal 2026 budget,
Tokyo intends to double the fleet of MQ-9B
SeaGuardian maritime drones to ten over the next five
years, allocating about JPY 11.1 billion (USD70 million)
for operations in the coming fiscal year.

The move reflects growing security concerns in waters
surrounding Japan, particularly near the disputed
Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea, which are
administered by Japan but claimed by China.

The long-endurance drones—capable of flying for over
24 hours and patrolling Japan's vast exclusive
economic zone—are expected to enhance monitoring
of Chinese maritime activities, while the Japan
Maritime Self-Defense Force is also preparing to
introduce the system around fiscal 2028. [The
Mainichi]

Japan: Police agency orders additional
helicopters to modernize aerial law
enforcement fleet

(dqgl) The National Police Agency has ordered three
additional Airbus H135 helicopters as part of its
ongoing effort to modernize aerial capabilities used in
law enforcement and emergency response. The
aircraft will be assigned to police departments in
Hokkaido, Shimane Prefecture, and Miyagi Prefecture,
supporting missions such as patrol, search-and-rescue
operations, and tactical transport. The purchase
expands the agency’s Airbus fleet to 26 helicopters and
follows the delivery of another H135 to the Hiroshima
Prefectural Police in 2025.

The procurement reflects Japan’s broader push to
strengthen public safety and disaster-response
capacity through updated aviation assets. Equipped
with advanced avionics and enhanced flight
automation, the H135 is designed to improve
operational effectiveness in complex environments.
The deal also underscores Japan'’s reliance on modern
aerial platforms to support policing and emergency
operations in a country frequently exposed to natural
disasters and geographically challenging terrain.
[Airbus]
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Japan: Government to extend land
acquisition screening to all buyers near
sensitive sites

(dgl) Japan plans to introduce regulations covering all
buyers—domestic and foreign—of land near sensitive
facilities such as Self-Defense Forces bases, marking a
shift from its initial focus on foreign nationals under
Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi's stricter security
agenda.

The revised approach reflects concerns over legal
constraints and the risk of circumvention through
proxy purchases, with authorities seeking to close gaps
in the current framework, which allows monitoring of
land use but not acquisitions. The government is
considering legislative changes, potentially as early as
this autumn, and is reviewing models such as United
Kingdom'’s system, which screens and can block
transactions on national security grounds regardless of
buyer nationality. [The Asahi Shimbun]

Mongolia: Government approves
measures on fuel tariffs, cashmere
industry, border railway expansion

(fs) The government of held a regular cabinet meeting
on March 11, during which it discussed and approved
several policy initiatives concerning trade regulation,
social protection, industrial development, and
infrastructure cooperation.

The cabinet decided to urgently submit to the
parliament a draft amendment to the parliamentary
resolution on customs duties for imported goods. If
approved, the measure would grant the government
authority to determine the customs duty rate on
widely used products such as gasoline, allowing it to
reduce or adjust tariffs in response to market
conditions.

The government also approved regulations to provide
financial assistance to families of herders who die
while performing their duties during natural disasters
or hazardous events. Under the scheme, families will
receive a one-time grant equivalent to 48 months of
the minimum wage, amounting to about MNT 37
million (USD 10,360). The payments will be financed
from both state and local budgets.

In addition, the government adopted a resolution to
support the cashmere industry. In 2025, Mongolia
exported 4,000 tons of combed cashmere worth USD
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330.5 million, representing a 5.6-fold increase in
volume and a 4.7-fold rise in value compared with
2024. Authorities plan to promote export-oriented
production and expand domestic value-added
processing through concessional loans for spinning
factories and potential export incentives.

The cabinet also reviewed draft legislation regulating
children’s participation in social media. Education
Minister Purevsuren Naranbayar presented progress
on a bill that would restrict registration on age-limited
social networks for children under 16 in order to
strengthen data protection and reduce risks related to
online harm.

Finally, the government approved a draft
intergovernmental agreement with China to jointly
construct a second standard-gauge railway crossing at
the Zamyn-Uud-Erenhot border crossing, south-east of
the country. The project aims to increase freight
capacity at the key border point, which handled about
15.5 million tons of cargo in 2025 and has reached its
current operational limits. [Sonin, in Mongolian]

Mongolia: Government to renegotiate
terms of Oyu Tolgoi mining agreement
with Rio Tinto

(fs) Mongolia is seeking to renegotiate the commercial
terms of the Oyu Tolgoi project (a massive copper and
gold mining project in the South Gobi Desert of
Mongolia), operated by Rio Tinto, as rising copper
prices and domestic political pressure increase calls for
changes to the 2009 agreement governing the USD 18
billion mine.

Senior Mongolian officials, including Prime Minister
Gombojavyn Zandanshatar, met in Ulaanbaatar with
Rio Tinto executives to discuss possible revisions to the
deal. During the meeting, Zandanshatar described the
current agreement as “unfair” and said many
Mongolians believe the country has not benefited
sufficiently from the project.

Under the original agreement, Mongolia holds a 34
percent stake in the mine through the state-owned
Erdenes Mongol. To finance its share of development
costs, the government borrowed several billion USD
from Rio Tinto at a floating interest rate that currently
exceeds 11 percent. Cost overruns and delays have
pushed the expected start of dividend payments from
2017 to around 2037.
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According to Erdenes Mongol chief executive
Davaadalai Batsuuri, Mongolia is seeking to reduce the
loan’s interest rate to below 6 percent and eliminate
Rio's management fee, estimated at USD 150-200
million annually. Batsuuri added that the government
could consider increasing the current 5 percent export
tax on copper if negotiations fail.

Oyu Tolgoi is Rio Tinto's largest copper project under
development and is expected to become the world's
fourth-largest copper mine by 2030, producing about
500,000 tons annually. Rio said it remains engaged in
active negotiations with the Mongolian government to
ensure the project benefits all partners. [Financial
Times]

Mongolia: Proposed tax reforms could
sharply reduce tax revenue

(fs) Mongolia's Fiscal Stability Council has released a
report on macroeconomic indicators and outlook,
warning that proposed amendments to the country’'s
tax legislation could affect future economic growth and
public revenues.

According to the council, the tax reform package
currently under discussion in the spring session of the
Mongolian Parliament could significantly impact tax
income once implemented in 2027. Estimates indicate
that corporate income tax revenue may fall short by
about MNT 719 billion (USD 201 million), while
personal income tax revenue could decline by MNT
483 billion (USD 135 million).

In addition, amendments to the Value Added Tax law
adopted in November 2025 will introduce a three-tier
VAT refund system from 2027. The council estimates
this change could affect tax revenues by approximately
MNT 2.5 trillion (USD 700 million).

Overall, the fiscal impact of the tax adjustments could
reach about MNT 3.7 trillion (USD 1.04 billion). The
council emphasized the need to reduce the share of
government expenditure in GDP in the medium term
to maintain fiscal stability.

If the reforms are adopted, Mongolia's economic
growth is projected at 5.5 percent in 2027 and 5.3
percent in 2028-2029. Without the reforms, growth
could reach 5.6 percent in 2027 and about 5-5.15
percent in the following years. [Bloomberg TV]
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North Korea: Peoples’s Assembly set to
convene, re-elect Kim as head of state and
amend constitution

(co) North Korea's parliament, the Supreme People’s
Assembly, will convene on March 22 to approve
constitutional revisions and key leadership
appointments.

The session is expected to formalize decisions from the
recent party congress and re-elect Kim Jong Un as

head of state. Analysts say the meeting could also
codify a more hostile stance toward South Korea in the
constitution. [BSS News]

North Korea: Missile launches accompany
U.S.-South Korea drills amid speculation
of renewed talks with Washington

(dgl) North Korea staged missile demonstrations last
week, combining a ballistic missile launch and naval
cruise missile tests as Pyongyang signals military
strength during U.S.-South Korea drills and renewed
speculation about a potential return to diplomacy with
the United States.

Ballistic missiles launch amid speculation of renewed talks
with U.S.

North Korea launched more than 10 unidentified
ballistic missiles toward the East Sea (Sea of Japan) on
March 14, according to South Korea's Joint Chiefs of
Staff, marking a major missile demonstration amid
heightened regional tensions.

Japan confirmed the launch but said the missiles
landed outside its exclusive economic zone, indicating
no immediate damage or threat to Japanese territory.
[The Chosun Daily] [The Japan Times]

Pyongyang's move came as South Korea and the
United States were conducting their annual Freedom
Shield drills (see AR No. 10, March/2026, 2), which
North Korea routinely condemns as preparations for
invasion.

In a statement carried by state media, Kim Yo Jong, the
influential sister of North Korean leader Kim Jong Un,
accused Washington and Seoul of destabilizing East
Asia through what she described as military “muscle-
flexing” near North Korea's territory. She warned that
such activities could bring “unimaginably terrible
consequences.” [KCNA 1] [Al Jazeera]
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In contrast, Seoul and Washington frame the drills,
which involve tens of thousands of allied troops and
run for about ten days, as defensive exercises
designed to strengthen joint readiness against
potential threats from North Korea.

The missile launch comes as diplomatic speculation
intensifies over a possible revival of dialogue between
Kim Jong Un and U.S. President Donald Trump. During
a visit to Washington, South Korean Prime Minister Kim
Min-seok said the U.S. president had expressed
openness to renewed talks with the North Korean
leader, potentially around the time Trump travels to
Beijing later this month to meet Xi Jinping. [Yonhap
News Agency]

Kim had already hinted at the possibility of improved
relations with Washington during a rare ruling party
congress last month, suggesting Pyongyang may be
leaving the door open to future negotiations (see AiR
No. 10, March/2026, 2).

Cruise missile tested from new destroyer

In an earlier move on March 10, Kim Jong Un observed
the second cruise missile launch from the country's
newest destroyer, the Choe Hyon, according to state
media, in a move that coincided with ongoing U.S.-
South Korean military exercises. [KCNA]

The missiles were fired from the warship near Nampho
on North Korea's west coast and flew over the Yellow
Sea before striking designated targets. Kim, who
monitored the launch remotely alongside his teenage
daughter, said the test demonstrated the reliability of
the country's integrated strategic weapons command
system and indicated that North Korea's nuclear forces
are transitioning toward more diversified operational
capabilities.

State media said Kim also called for assessing the
combat performance of the destroyer's automated
naval guns and outlined further steps to strengthen
naval power.

The latest test follows a similar cruise missile launch
from the vessel last week prior to its official
commissioning (see AiR No. 10, March/2026, 2). The
demonstration took place a day after the annual
Freedom Shield drills kicked off. [Anadolu Ajansi]

South Korea: Ruling party seeks
parliamentary probe into alleged
politically motivated prosecutions
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(dqgl) The ruling Democratic Party (DP) has requested a
parliamentary investigation into what it claims were
politically motivated indictments against liberal
political figures, including President Lee Jae Myung.
The request will be reported to the National Assembly
of South Korea during a plenary session.

The party argues that prosecutors manipulated
evidence in seven criminal cases, four of which
involved Lee. These include investigations linked to the
Daejang-dong and Wirye land development projects in
Seongnam, allegations of illicit funds transfers to North
Korea, and a political financing case involving one of
Lee’s aides.

The probe request also covers indictments against
officials from the administration of former president
Moon Jae-in related to alleged statistical manipulation
and the handling of a North Korean killing of a South
Korean civil servant.

The DP claims these prosecutions were part of
politically motivated investigations orchestrated under
former president Yoon Suk Yeol, who previously served
as prosecutor general before his election in 2022 and
was removed from office in April 2025 following the
fallout from his failed attempt to impose martial law in
December 2024.

Lawmakers indicated that the scope of the
parliamentary investigation could be expanded during
the inquiry. [The Korea Herald]

The move reflects continuing political battles over
prosecutorial power following Yoon's removal from
office. By seeking a parliamentary investigation into
past indictments, the ruling party aims to challenge the
legitimacy of major corruption cases targeting liberal
figures and reinforce its broader push for reforms to
curb the influence of the prosecution service.

South Korea: Complaint filed against chief
justice under new judicial misconduct law

(co) A complaint has been lodged against Jo Hee-de,
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Korea, accusing
him of perverting the course of justice in connection
with the election law case involving President Lee Jae
Myung. The petition, filed by lawyer Lee Byung-chul,
also targets Supreme Court Justice Park Young-jae.

The complaint claims that the two judges distorted
criminal procedure when the Supreme Court
overturned Lee Jae Myung's acquittal in an election law
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violation case in May and returned the matter to the
Seoul High Court. The court issued its decision just
over a month after taking up the case and before Lee's
election as president, prompting criticism that the
process had been unusually expedited. The petitioner
argues that the chief justice deliberately ignored the
principle of written proceedings, thereby harming the
defendant’s procedural rights.

The complaint was filed on the same day a new law
came into force creating a criminal offense for judges
or prosecutors who knowingly misapply legal
principles, carrying penalties of up to 10 years in
prison. [KBS World]

The move is indicative of the intensifying struggle over
judicial reform and the separation of powers in South
Korea. The newly enacted offense targeting judicial
misconduct is seen by the ruling camp as an effort to
strengthen oversight of the judiciary, but critics warn it
could expose judges to criminal complaints tied to
politically sensitive cases.

South Korea: Supreme Court strips
Democratic Party lawmaker of seat over
fraud conviction

(dql) The Supreme Court upheld the fraud conviction
of lawmaker Yang Moon-seok of the ruling Democratic
Party (DP), resulting in the loss of his seat in the
National Assembly. Yang had been found guilty of
fraudulently obtaining a corporate loan of KRW 1.1
billion (USD 743,000) from the Korean Federation of
Community Credit Cooperatives in 2021 and using it to
purchase a family apartment in southern Seoul.

The conviction, first handed down by a district court in
March 2025 with a suspended 18-month prison
sentence, had already been upheld by an appellate
court in July before the Supreme Court confirmed the
ruling. The allegations had surfaced ahead of the 2024
general election, which Yang nonetheless won.

Following the ruling, Yang said he might seek
constitutional review under a newly revised
Constitutional Court Act that came into force the same
day as part of the ruling party's judicial reform drive
arguing that the Supreme Court decision could have
infringed upon his family's basic rights.

The contentious new law allows the Constitutional
Court to review rulings issued by lower courts,
including decisions finalized by the Supreme Court (see
AiR No. 9, March/2026, 1).
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Yang's suggestion drew criticism from the opposition
People Power Party (PPP), which accused the governing
party of attempting to use judicial reforms to protect
those in power. [The Korea Herald]

South Korea: President Lee floats idea of
further administrative merger amid
stalled legislation

(co) President Lee Jae Myung suggested expanding
regional integration by potentially merging Daejeon
city with both South Chungcheong Province and North
Chungcheong Province as part of his regional
development agenda.

The remarks came as legislation to merge Daejeon
with South Chungcheong has stalled ahead of the June
local elections. While the current proposal is on hold,
he encouraged continued discussion on wider
administrative consolidation in central Korea, as
broader regional integration could help attract
resources and revitalize local economies. [Yonhap
News Agency]

South Korea: Ruling party internally
agrees of prosecutor reform bill, set to
put to vote

(co) The ruling Democratic Party on March 17 reached
an internal agreement on a revised prosecutorial
reform bill that removes provisions allowing
prosecutors to direct or intervene in investigations.

The compromise, reached after internal friction over
the scope of the reform have been overcome, reflects
President Lee Jae Myung's push to clearly separate
investigation and prosecution functions. The revised
proposal seeks to dismantle prosecutors’ investigative
authority while leaving some issues, such as
supplementary investigation powers, to be addressed
in future legal revisions.

Lee also cautioned against rushing reforms,

emphasizing the need for deliberation despite political
pressure. The bill is expected to be put to a vote in the
National Assembly later this week. [The Korea Herald]

South Korea: President Lee offers first
official apology to victims in March 15
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Democracy Movement

(co) President Lee Jae Myung apologized to the families
of victims of the March 15 Democracy Movement and
pledged to further honor those involved in South
Korea’s pro-democracy struggle.

He became the first sitting president to attend the
official commemoration since it was designated a
national memorial day in 2010. The ceremony also
marked the government's first formal apology to the
16 victims which were killed by the. [The Korea Herald]

The March 15 Democracy Movement in 1960, led by
ordinary people and students, paved the way for the
April 19 Revolution that brought down the rule of
Syngman Rhee, South Korea'’s first president (1948-
1960).

South Korea: Parliament passes bill to
operationalize USD 350 billion US
investment deal

(dqgl) The National Assembly has approved a special bill
to implement Seoul’s USD 350 billion investment
commitments in US strategic industries under a
bilateral trade framework, aiming to secure favorable
tariff terms while advancing industrial cooperation.

The legislation provides for the creation of a state-
backed investment corporation and fund, initially
capitalized at KRW 2 trillion (USD 1.4 billion), targeting
sectors such as semiconductors, energy, shipbuilding,
Al and critical minerals. Projects must meet
“commercial feasibility” criteria, though exceptions are
allowed for national security or supply chain priorities
with parliamentary approval.

A joint review mechanism will be led by South Korea'’s
industry ministry, with final project consideration
involving US counterparts, including the US
Department of Commerce. The law is set to take effect
in about three months. [Reuters]

The move follows tariff pressure from U.S. President
Donald Trump and ongoing scrutiny under a Section
301 probe, which could lead to new duties despite a US
Supreme Court ruling that curtailed earlier tariff
measures.

Probes under Section 301 of the US Trade Act of 1974
are a key enforcement tool in U.S. trade policy and
have been widely used in recent years—including
against China—to justify tariffs and pressure partners
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to change economic practices. In current cases
involving allies like South Korea, they signal that
Washington is willing to leverage trade investigations
to reshape supply chains and negotiate concessions,
even within existing trade frameworks.

South Koea: Government to lift coal limits,
boost nuclear output amid Middle East
war

(co) The ruling Democratic Party on March 16 said the
government will lift capacity limits on coal-fired power
plants and raise utilization rates of nuclear reactors to
address potential energy shortages linked to Middle
East tensions.

Lawmaker Ahn Do-geol said nuclear output will
increase by raising the capacity utilization rate from 70
to 80 percent and accelerated refurbishment of several
plants. The measures are part of broader efforts to
stabilize energy supply by increasing generation while
reducing consumption, and mitigate the impact of
possible oil disruptions on the export-driven economy.

The government is also preparing a supplementary
budget and financial support measures for businesses
affected by rising fuel costs, as well as worst-case
scenario contingency plans for a prolonged Middle
East war. [The Korea Herald] [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: President Lee opposes
redeployment of US air defense assets

(co) President Lee Jae Myung said South Korea opposes
the redeployment of US air defense assets from the
peninsula but acknowledged Seoul has limited
leverage over such decisions.

The comments came after the US confirmed to move
parts of a Terminal High Altitude Area Defense
(THAAD) system from South Korea operated by United
States Forces Korea (USFK) to the Middle East.

Lee emphasized that even if some systems are
temporarily redeployed, South Korea's overall
deterrence against North Korea would remain intact,
noting that the South maintains superior conventional
combat power and military capacity. US officials said
that the USFK remain focused on maintaining a
“combat-credible” force posture on the Korean
Peninsula. [CNBC] [Yonhap News Agency]
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Lee said national security should be “self-reliant,”
prompting analysts to believe that South Korea will
intensify efforts to strengthen its own military
capabilities to compensate for potential reductions in
US support. [Hankyoreh]

The United States stations about 28.500 troops and
missile defense assets in the country as part of the
bilateral defense alliance, making it the largest US
overseas military base globally.

South Korea: Defense chief inspects
military drills with the US

(co) Defense Minister Ahn Gyu-back on March 11
inspected sites of the ongoing Freedom Shield exercise
and called for thorough preparations for the planned
transfer of wartime operational control from the
United States to South Korea.

The annual joint drill between Seoul and Washington is
focused this year on assessing conditions for the
command handover sought during President Lee's
current term. Ahn emphasized that the South Korea-
US alliance remains the foundation of national security
while urging continued coordination and readiness
during the exercise. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea has not exercised wartime operational
control of its forces since the Korean War began in
1950. In 1994 Seoul regained peacetime operational
control of its military. However, wartime command
authority continues to reside with the United States.

South Korea: Oversight of foreign hires in
defense sector tightened

(dqgl) South Korea will require defense companies to
obtain prior government approval before appointing
foreign or dual nationals to executive or sensitive
technology roles, reflecting heightened concerns over
potential technology leakage as the country's arms
exports expand.

Revisions to the Defense Acquisition Program Act and
Defense Industry Technology Protection Act mandate
firms to seek clearance from the Defense Acquisition
Program Administration, which will assess security
risks and decide within 60 days. Companies must also
implement detailed technology protection plans,
subject to regular inspections and corrective orders.
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The move follows increased hiring of foreign
executives in the sector—including at major firms such
as Hanwha Aerospace—amid growing international
business activity. [The Korea Herald]

Taiwan: Opposition parties pledge closer
cooperation ahead of 2028 presidential
election

(dqgl) Taiwan's opposition parties are stepping up
coordination in a move that could increase political
pressure on the ruling Democratic Progressive Party
(DPP) ahead of future elections, including the 2028
presidential race.

Leaders of the Kuomintang (KMT) and the Taiwan
People’'s Party (TPP) announced they would deepen
cooperation on policy initiatives and electoral strategy,
including coordination for the November 28 local
elections. At a joint press conference KMT chair Cheng
Li-wun said the parties had agreed to work together on
issues affecting livelihoods such as high housing prices,
low wages and Taiwan's declining birthrate, as well as
on emerging challenges including artificial intelligence
and climate change.

Cheng accused the DPP of pursuing “ideological
governance” that has intensified political polarization.
TPP chairman Huang Kuo-chang similarly criticized the
administration of President William Lai, arguing that
stagnhant wages, rising housing costs and demographic
decline have worsened prospects for younger
generations.

According to Huang, the cooperation builds on the
TPP's earlier call for coalition-style governance
advanced by former party leader Ko Wen-je during his
2023 presidential campaign. He said the partnership
goes beyond a short-term electoral arrangement and
aims to expand collaboration in legislation and local
governance.

Both parties said they would draft a cooperation
agreement to coordinate nominations for the
upcoming local elections, with each side appointing
three representatives to negotiate the details. [Taipei
Times]

Taiwan: Opposition majority blocks
government nominees in election
commission vote
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(dqgl) Taiwan'’s divided parliament was on display last
week as opposition parties used their legislative
majority to shape appointments to the country’s
election authority, approving some nominees while
blocking others put forward by the government.

The opposition-controlled Legislative Yuan — the
parliament — approved four of seven nominees to the
Central Election Commission (CEC), rejecting three
candidates proposed by the ruling Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP) in a vote on March 13.

Lawmakers confirmed pollster You Ying-lung as CEC
chairman alongside three commissioners — Su Jia-
hong, Su Tzu-chiao and Lee Li-chung. With these
approvals, the commission now has more than the five
members required by law to convene meetings and
issue decisions, restoring its operational quorum after
several commissioners' terms expired last year.

You, head of the Taiwan Public Opinion Foundation
and a former member of the ruling Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP), ultimately secured broad
cross-party backing despite previously criticizing the
party's decision to separate referendums from national
elections.

Opposition lawmakers from the Kuomintang (KMT) and
the Taiwan People’s Party (TPP) said they supported
candidates they regarded as politically neutral, arguing
that the election body must maintain public trust. By
contrast, three nominees backed by the government
failed to secure sufficient votes. Cabinet expressed
regret over the outcome, stating that the nominations
had been intended to reflect cross-party balance but
that the vote appeared to follow partisan lines.

Opposition lawmakers from the Kuomintang (KMT) and
the Taiwan People’s Party (TPP) said they supported
candidates they considered relatively neutral and
argued that the election body must maintain public
trust. [Taiwan News] [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Government challenges
Legislature’s decision on opposition
lawmaker eligibility

(acl) An ongoing dispute between Taiwan's executive
and legislative branches over the eligibility of China-
born opposition Taiwan People’s Party (TPP) lawmaker
Li Chen-hsiu intensified on March 12, when Taiwan's
Mainland Affairs Council (MAC) criticized the
Legislature’s decision not to revoke her mandate.
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MAC deputy head Liang Wen-chieh expressed regret
over the decision, arguing that Li does not meet the
legal requirements to hold public office. Lawmakers
reaffirmed their position on March 11 following
interparty negotiations. [Taiwan News]

Legislative Speaker Han Kuo-yu said the Legislature
would not take action at this stage, maintaining that
the facts and legal questions surrounding the case still
require clarification and that Li's legislative status
should remain in place until a final judicial ruling.

According to the MAC, Li faces two legal obstacles.
Authorities say she only provided proof in March 2025
that she had renounced her household registration in
China, although Taiwanese law requires former
Chinese residents to maintain Taiwanese household
registration for ten years before running for public
office. On that basis, the government argues she would
not be eligible to stand for election until 2035.

The MAC also said Li had not applied to renounce her
People’s Republic of China (PRC) nationality before
taking office, which would also conflict with restrictions
on public officials holding foreign nationality. [Focus
Taiwan]

The case has attracted particular attention because Li
became the first China-born naturalized Taiwanese to
serve as a legislator when she took office in February.
Reflecting deep partisan divisions between the
government and the opposition-dominated
parliament, the controversy has highlighted broader
political sensitivities surrounding cross-strait relations
and political loyalty, with critics raising concerns about
potential legal loopholes and national security
implications, while opposition figures argue that the
dispute reflects political pressure from the ruling
camp. [Domino Theory]

Taiwan: President Lai nominates veteran
prosecutor as next prosecutor-general

(dqgl) President Lai Ching-te has nominated senior
prosecutor Hsu Hsi-hsiang to serve as Taiwan's next
prosecutor-general, submitting the appointment for
confirmation by the Legislative Yuan — Taiwan'’s
parliament — ahead of the end of the current chief
prosecutor’s term in May.

Hsu, currently a head prosecutor at the Supreme
Prosecutors Office, has more than three decades of
experience in Taiwan's prosecutorial system. His career
has included work on a wide range of cases, including
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drug trafficking, economic and corruption crimes,
violent offenses, election-related investigations and
cases involving the protection of women and children.

The 63-year-old legal professional previously served as
head prosecutor in several district prosecutors offices
and led the Taichung branch of the Taiwan High
Prosecutors Office. He has also held senior
government roles, including deputy minister of justice,
as well as positions at the Coast Guard Administration
and the National Security Bureau.

If confirmed by the legislature, Hsu would replace
incumbent prosecutor-general Hsing Tai-chao, whose
four-year term ends on May 7. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Growth outlook lifted on Al boom

(dqgl) Leading Taiwanese financial services
conglomerate Cathay Financial Holding Co. has raised
its 2026 GDP growth forecast for Taiwan to 5.8 percent,
citing strong momentum from Al-driven demand, while
warning that rising oil prices could undermine the
outlook through higher inflation.

The upgrade reflects continued export strength linked
to the tech cycle, though it remains below the more
optimistic projection by Directorate General of Budget,
Accounting and Statistics. Analysts cautioned that
surging crude prices—amid escalating Middle East
tensions—could shave over one percentage point off
growth if sustained, while also pushing up inflation
expectations.

Additional downside risks include potential U.S. trade
actions under Section 301 and tighter global financial
conditions as the Federal Reserve delays rate cuts.
[Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Government considers nuclear
restart in shift away from “nuclear-free”

policy

(yl) State-owned utility Taiwan Power Co. (Taipower) is
expected to submit a plan this month to restart the No.
3 (Maanshan) Nuclear Power Plant in southernmost
Pingtung county, with the facility potentially resuming
electricity generation as early as 2028.

Economic Affairs Minister Kung Ming-hsin said during a
legislative hearing safety inspections of the plant are
underway and that the government has contracted


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-kl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-kr/

U.S. firm Westinghouse to assess the condition of its
generators. If the equipment is found to be in good
condition and requires limited replacement, the restart
timeline could be shortened.

The issue was raised during a legislative discussion on
Taiwan's energy security in the event of a Chinese
blockade, with lawmakers citing war-game scenarios
suggesting the island's fuel reserves could be depleted
within weeks if imports were cut off. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan'’s final operating nuclear facility, the No. 3 plant,
ceased operations in May 2025 under the
government's “nuclear-free homeland” policy. When
operating at full capacity, its two reactors account for
roughly 5.5-6 percent of Taiwan's electricity
generation.

Discussion about restarting the plant signals a
potential shift away from Taiwan’s nuclear phase-out
policy. Public opposition to nuclear energy intensified
after Japan's 2011 Fukushima disaster, leading
successive governments — particularly after the
Democratic Progressive Party took office in 2016 — to
pursue the goal of eliminating nuclear power by 2025.
Renewed debate over the Maanshan plant reflects
growing concerns about energy security, air pollution
and rising electricity demand, as well as the
vulnerability of Taiwan's energy imports in the event of
a conflict with China. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Fuel prices to remain unchanged
as government absorbs rising global
energy costs

(acl) State-owned fuel supplier CPC Corp., Taiwan has
announced that domestic gasoline and diesel prices
will remain unchanged this week, as the government’s
fuel price stabilization mechanism takes effect amid
sharp increases in global energy costs linked to supply
disruptions in the Middle East, particularly Iran-related
disruptions to shipping traffic in the Strait of Hormuz.

According to CPC, the government's floating oil price
mechanism and an expanded commodity tax
reduction, have prevented gasoline prices from rising
by USD 0.30 per liter and diesel prices by USD 0.34 per
liter. The government is absorbing the additional costs
as part of a policy aimed at keeping Taiwan's fuel
prices among the lowest in the region.

Electricity rates will also remain unchanged next
month after the Ministry of Economic Affairs rejected a
proposal by state-owned Taiwan Power Co. to hold an
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extraordinary price review in June, requiring the
company to absorb rising fuel costs until the regular
rate review later this year. [Focus Taiwan] [Taipei
Times] [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Legislature facilitates U.S. arms
deals as deliveries expand across air and
land systems

(yl/acl) Taiwan is advancing several key steps in its
military modernization through arms procurements
from the United States, including a legislative move to
ensure that pending weapons contracts can be signed
before their deadlines, progress toward acquiring new
rocket systems, and the imminent completion of
deliveries of main battle tanks.

Legislature authorizes Cabinet to sign U.S. arms purchase
offers

Lawmakers on March 12 reached a cross-party
consensus to allow the Cabinet to sign Letters of Offer
and Acceptance (LOA) for four U.S. weapons systems if
legislative budget reviews are not completed before
contract deadlines later this month, a motion
approved by the Legislative Yuan — Taiwan's
parliament — on March 13.

The four systems, part of an USD 11.1 billion U.S. arms
package announced in December, include M109A7
self-propelled howitzers, Javelin anti-armor missiles,
TOW 2B missiles, and High Mobility Artillery Rocket
Systems (HIMARS).

The initial proposal, introduced by the opposition
Taiwan People’s Party (TPP), covered three systems
with LOA deadlines of March 15. Cross-party
negotiations later expanded the authorization to
include HIMARS after Taiwan received the relevant LOA
from the U.S., which carries a March 26 deadline.

The proposal aims to ensure that arms procurement
timelines with the United States are not disrupted by
delays in the budget review process. It also requires
the Cabinet to inform the legislature of the estimated
delivery dates for the four systems.

The parliament’'s move came after the defense ministry
received a letter of offer and acceptance (LOA) from
the United States for the purchase of High Mobility
Artillery Rocket Systems (HIMARS).

The systems are part of a U.S. arms package
announced in December 2025 that includes 82
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launchers valued at approximately USD 4.05 billion.
Defense Minister Wellington Koo said the LOA for the
HIMARS deal expires on March 26 and must be signed
before the deadline for the procurement to proceed.
The ministry also received further LOAs for several
other systems included in the package, including
M109A7 self-propelled howitzers, Javelin anti-armor
missiles, and TOW missiles. [Reuters 1] [Taiwan News
1] [Focus Taiwan 1]

The procurement comes amid a protracted legislative
dispute in the Legislative Yuan over the government's
proposed USD 40 billion special defense budget, which
opposition parties — the Kuomintang and the Taiwan
People’s Party — have repeatedly blocked from
advancing to committee review while advocating a
smaller and more itemized approach to defense
spending (see AiR No. 10, March/2026, 2). [Reuters 2]

Final batch of U.S. Abrams tanks en route

Meanwhile, the final batch of 28 M1A2T Abrams tanks
ordered by Taiwan from the United States is currently
en route and expected to arrive before the end of
March.

The delivery will complete Taiwan's purchase of 108
Abrams tanks. The first batch of 38 tanks arrived in
December 2024 and was commissioned into the army’s
584th Armored Brigade — one Taiwan's frontline
armored formations — in October 2025, while a
second batch of 42 tanks arrived in July 2025 and has
been used for training exercises.

The final delivery is expected to ensure continuity in
training schedules and preparations for the tanks’ full
operational deployment. [Focus Taiwan 2] [Zona
Militar]

U.S. drones and missile upgrades to be delivered

In addition, Taiwan expects delivery of two MQ-9B
SkyGuardian drones and 102 PAC-3 MSE Patriot
interceptors from the U.S. this year, as officials
reaffirm timelines despite global security pressures.

At a legislative hearing, Air Force and defense officials
said the drones will arrive in the third quarter, while
the upgraded Patriot PAC-3 MSE missiles remain on
track for delivery following reassurances from
Washington. The systems are intended to strengthen
Taiwan's air defense and counter-drone capabilities.
[Taiwan News 2]
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Taiwan: Indigenous submarine completes
dive tests ahead of possible June delivery

(yl) Taiwan's first domestically built submarine, the Hai
Kun (Narwhal), has continued sea trials with multiple
dive tests.

The submarine departed the southern Port of
Kaohsiung to carry out dive tests designed to verify
maneuverability, reconnaissance systems, emergency
functions and combat management systems. Previous
shallow-water trials included testing steering, vent
valve operations, periscope deployment, depth
changes and decoy launch systems.

State-backed shipbuilding company CSBC Corporation,
Taiwan missed an initial November 2025 delivery
deadline due to testing delays and has been
accumulating contractual penalties. The company has
indicated that the submarine could be delivered to the
Navy as early as June if testing proceeds as planned.
[Focus Taiwan] [TVBS]

Taiwan: Low-cost munitions to be
developed to counter potential Chinese
attack

(acl) On March 16, Li Shih-chiang, president of the
National Chung-Shan Institute of Science and
Technology (NCSIST), Taiwan's primary weapons
research and development agency, told lawmakers at a
parliamentary hearing that the institute plans to
develop low-cost munitions to counter China’s
potential use of similar weapons in a conflict that could
deplete Taiwan's stock of air defense missiles.

The munitions would be developed domestically, with
test flights expected next year. The defense ministry
added that it is also considering other procurement
channels, hoping to acquire munitions through
multiple sources, including for Taiwan's “T-Dome,” a
layered air defense system designed to provide low-,
medium-, and high-altitude coverage, as well as
defense against long-range rockets.

In a report presented to lawmakers, the ministry
highlighted the development of affordable air defense
munitions capable of intercepting long-range rockets is
being considered to prevent adversaries from
depleting Taiwan's reserves of air defense missiles and
to maintain operational resilience. [Focus Taiwan]
[Taiwan News]
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Bangladesh: Newly elected parliament
convenes following uprising and elections

(Im) Bangladesh’s 13th Jatiya Sangsad (National
Parliament) convened for the first time on March 12
following the 2024 student-led uprising that overthrew
the Awami League government and the subsequent
parliamentary elections in February. The elections
brought the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) to
power, with the BNP-led alliance securing 212 of the
350 seats, including 209 held by the BNP itself, allowing
the party to form a government under Prime Minister
Tarique Rahman after the interim administration that
had governed since August 2024. [Al Jazeera]

During the opening session, Major (retired) Hafiz Uddin
Ahmed, a senior BNP member of parliament, was
elected speaker, while Kayser Kamal, a state minister
and BNP politician, was elected deputy speaker. The
parliament secretariat also formally recognized
Shafiqur Rahman, head of the Bangladesh Jamaat-e-
Islami, the country's largest Islamist party and a former
BNP ally, as leader of the opposition, with Syed
Abdullah Muhammad Taher designated as deputy
opposition leader. [Dhaka Tribune 1] [Dhaka Tribune 2]
[Dhaka Tribune 3]

The inaugural session included the constitutionally
required presentation of 133 ordinances issued by the
interim government led by Muhammad Yunus during
the period when parliament was not in session. Under
Bangladeshi law, such ordinances must be placed
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before the next parliamentary session and may later
be converted into legislation if the government decides
to introduce them as bills. During the session,
lawmakers voted to forward the ordinances to a
special parliamentary committee for verification and
review, which has been instructed to submit its report
by April 2. [Dhaka Tribune 4] [Dhaka Tribune 5]

In his first address to the newly convened parliament,
President Mohammed Shahabuddin sharply criticized
the previous Awami League administration, describing
it as a period of authoritarian rule and corruption. He
framed the new parliament as the beginning of a
renewed democratic phase following the mass
protests of July-August 2024, during which more than
1,000 people were killed and tens of thousands
injured. The speech also outlined the new
government's policy priorities, including anti-
corruption measures, reforms aimed at strengthening
judicial independence, economic restructuring, and
efforts to stabilize the banking sector. [Dhaka Tribune
6]

The session was marked by political tensions.
Lawmakers from the Jamaat-aligned opposition bloc
protested during the president's speech, displaying
placards referring to the 2024 uprising and eventually
staging a walkout from the chamber. [Dhak Tribune 7]

Following the initial sittings, the speaker adjourned the
parliamentary session until March 29. According to the
parliamentary schedule set by the Business Advisory
Committee, the first session of the 13th parliament is
expected to continue until April 30 and includes 468
parliamentary questions addressed to the
government, including eight directed to the prime
minister. [Prothom Alo] [Dhaka Tribune 8]

Bangladesh: Dispute grows over
convening Constitutional Reform Council

(Im) A political dispute has emerged in Bangladesh
over the proposed Constitutional Reform Council, a
body linked to the July National Charter, a wide-ranging
reform blueprint negotiated after the July-August 2024
uprising that led to the collapse of the Awami League
government of former prime minister Sheikh Hasina
and the subsequent political transition.

The charter outlines a package of constitutional
reforms and was endorsed by about 60 percent of
voters in a national referendum held alongside the
February parliamentary elections. Those elections
brought the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) of
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Prime Minister Tarique Rahman to power with a two-
thirds parliamentary majority. The proposed
Constitutional Reform Council is intended to oversee
the drafting of constitutional amendments required to
implement the charter's reforms, which include
proposals such as creating a second chamber of
parliament and changes to the electoral system.

The issue was raised last week in the newly convened
13th Jatiya Sangsad (National Parliament) by
Opposition Leader Shafiqur Rahman, head of
Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami, the country’s main
Islamist political party and a former BNP ally. He
argued that the council should already have been
convened following the referendum and noted that a
presidential order issued in November 2025 envisaged
calling the body shortly after the announcement of the
election results.

The dispute stems from the oath-taking process after
the elections. Newly elected members of parliament
were asked to take two oaths: the standard oath
required to assume parliamentary office and a second
oath committing them to respect and implement the
July National Charter as members of the proposed
reform body. Members of the BNP took only the
parliamentary oath but declined to take the additional
charter-related oath. Lawmakers from Jamaat-e-Islami,
the student-led National Citizen Party (NCP), and
several allied groups took both oaths and argue that
the council should therefore begin work.

The opposition bloc currently holds more than 60
parliamentary seats, the threshold envisaged in the
charter's implementation framework for forming the
reform body, and maintains that the referendum
created a political mandate to begin the reform
process. Government representatives, however, argue
that the current constitution contains no provision
establishing such a council and that constitutional
amendments would first need to be adopted by
parliament before any separate reform body could
formally operate. [Prothom Alo] [Dhaka Tribune]
[Anadolu Ajansi]

Bangladesh: Parliament draws criticism
after including 1971 war crimes convicts
in condolence motion

(Im) Bangladesh's newly convened 13th Jatiya Sangsad
(National Parliament) sparked controversy after the
opening session adopted a traditional condolence
motion that included several politicians convicted of
crimes against humanity during the 1971 Liberation
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War, the conflict that led to Bangladesh's
independence from Pakistan.

During the session, the speaker announced that the
list of deceased individuals to be commemorated
included six former leaders of Bangladesh Jamaat-e-
Islami, the country’s main Islamist political party, who
had been convicted by the International Crimes
Tribunal—a domestic court established to prosecute
atrocities committed during the 1971 war. The motion
also included a former lawmaker from the now-ruling
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) who had likewise
been convicted by the tribunal.

All seven individuals had been found guilty of crimes
including genocide, murder, rape, and torture during
the 1971 conflict. Six were executed between 2012 and
2016 after their convictions were upheld by the courts,
while one—whose death sentence had been
commuted to life imprisonment—died in custody in
2023.

The condolence motion is a customary parliamentary
procedure at the beginning of a new session, used to
commemorate prominent figures who have died since
the previous sitting. In addition to the controversial
names, the list included former prime minister Khaleda
Zia, the mother of incumbent Prime Minister and BNP
party leader Tarique Rahman; victims of the July
uprising, which led to the ouster of longtime Prime
Minister and Khaleda archrival Sheikh Hasina; and
individuals killed in recent national tragedies.

Opposition lawmakers criticized the preparation of the
motion, arguing that the inclusion of certain names
and the omission of others reflected a unilateral
process. Parliamentary leaders subsequently proposed
several additional names during the session, which the
speaker accepted before the motion was formally
adopted. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Full Appellate Division
verdict on restoring caretaker
government system published

(Im) The Appellate Division of Bangladesh's Supreme
Court has published the full judgment of its decision
restoring the caretaker government system, a
temporary non-partisan administration that previously
oversaw national elections. The 74-page ruling,
authored by then Chief Justice Syed Refaat Ahmed, was
uploaded to the Supreme Court's website following the
court's decision delivered on November 20 last year by
a seven-member bench of the Appellate Division.
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The caretaker government system was introduced
through the 13th Amendment to the Constitution in
1996 to ensure neutrality during election periods by
transferring executive authority to a non-partisan
interim administration. The system was later abolished
after the Appellate Division in 2011 declared the
amendment unconstitutional, prompting parliament to
remove the arrangement through the 15th
constitutional amendment later that year.

Following the political upheaval that led to the fall of
the Awami League-led government during the August
2024 mass uprising, several individuals and political
parties filed review petitions seeking reconsideration
of the 2011 ruling. After allowing the appeal and
rehearing the case, the Appellate Division ultimately
issued its decision restoring the caretaker government
system. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Government appoints
administrators to district councils and
additional city corporations

(Im) Bangladesh’s government has appointed full-time
administrators to 42 district councils. The
appointments were made under Section 82A of the
District Council Act, 2000, inserted through a 2024
amendment ordinance that allows the government to
designate administrators to run the councils. District
councils—known locally as zila parishads—constitute
the highest tier of local government at the district level
and are responsible for coordinating development
projects and administrative functions across
Bangladesh's districts. [Dhaka Tribune]

Separately, the government has also appointed
administrators to five additional city corporations—
Barishal, Rajshahi, Mymensingh, Rangpur, and Cumilla
—placing them under interim management until
municipal elections are held. City corporations are the
main local government authorities responsible for
governing Bangladesh's largest urban centers,
overseeing services such as urban infrastructure,
sanitation, and local development.

The newly appointed city administrators are leaders of
the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)—the political
party currently forming the government following the
most recent parliamentary elections. With these latest
appointments, BNP-aligned administrators now
oversee 11 city corporations nationwide, including
Dhaka North and Dhaka South, where similar
arrangements were introduced earlier. In Chittagong,
mayoral responsibilities are currently being exercised
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by a BNP leader under a separate court order.
[Prothom Alo]

Bangladesh: Government appoints new
vice-chancellors at seven universities

(Im) Bangladesh’s government has appointed new vice-
chancellors at seven universities, including the
University of Dhaka, the University of Rajshahi, the
University of Chittagong, and Jagannath University,
according to an announcement by the education
minister at the Ministry of Education. Additional
appointments were made at Bangladesh Open
University, Central University (Bangladesh), and Khulna
University of Engineering and Technology.

In Bangladesh'’s university system, the vice-chancellor
serves as the chief executive of a university,
responsible for academic administration, institutional
governance, and relations with the government. The
position is typically appointed by the government and
plays a central role in managing faculty appointments,
campus administration, and student affairs.

Public universities in Bangladesh are politically
sensitive institutions. Campuses have historically been
important arenas of political mobilization, with student
organizations affiliated with major political parties
maintaining an active presence. As a result, leadership
appointments at major universities often carry broader
political and administrative significance.

The education minister also indicated that the
government intends to appoint a new chairman of the
University Grants Commission (UGC)—the national
body responsible for regulating universities and
distributing government funding to higher education
institutions. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Journalist released on bail
after detention under anti-terrorism and
corruption cases

(Im) Journalist Anis Alamgir has been released from
Kashimpur Central Jail in Gazipur after securing bail in
two separate cases filed against him under the Anti-
Terrorism Act and by the Anti-Corruption Commission.
The release followed a court decision on March 11,
with prison authorities confirming that he left custody
on March 14 after the bail documentation was verified.
[Prothom Alo 1]
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Alamgir had been detained since December 2025 after
members of the Detective Branch (DB)—a specialized
investigative unit of the Dhaka Metropolitan Police—
took him into custody. He was subsequently arrested
under the Anti-Terrorism Act, a law frequently used in
security-related cases but also criticized by rights
groups for its broad application. During detention he
was placed on remand for questioning before being
sent to jail. A separate case filed in January by the Anti-
Corruption Commission accused him of possessing
assets worth BDT 32.64 million (USD 267,648) beyond
known sources of income.

Following his release, Alamgir criticized the
circumstances of his arrest and detention, arguing that
the charges were politically motivated and linked to his
public criticism of the authorities. He described his
imprisonment as oppressive and called for the
government to strengthen rule-of-law protections and
ensure that legal instruments such as anti-terrorism
legislation are not used to silence criticism. [Prothom
Alo 2]

Bangladesh: Government outlines energy
security roadmap as Rooppur nuclear
plant nears grid connection

(Im) Bangladesh’s government, now led by the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party, plans to present a
midterm roadmap for national energy security in the
upcoming state budget, according to the Prime
Minister's adviser on finance and planning. Officials
indicated that a corresponding investment framework
is being prepared and that the government is exploring
financing options through domestic and international
sources, including the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and the Islamic Development Bank.

Authorities are also seeking to diversify energy
partnerships. Bangladesh is engaging with United
States companies and partners in Southeast Asia to
expand cooperation in the energy sector, while the
country’s power and energy minister is participating in
the Indo-Pacific Energy Security Ministerial and
Business Forum in Tokyo, a regional meeting focused
on strengthening energy supply resilience across the
Indo-Pacific. [Dhaka Tribune 1]

In parallel, Bangladesh expects electricity from the
Rooppur Nuclear Power Plant—the country’s first
nuclear energy facility—to begin connecting to the
national grid on a trial basis between June and July
2026. The project, located in Pabna district in western
Bangladesh, is being developed with Russian
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technology and financing and is intended to support
long-term electricity generation capacity. Fuel loading
is scheduled to begin in early April, marking the final
stage before commissioning. One reactor unit is
expected to generate about 1,200 megawatts of
electricity once full operations begin. [Dhaka Tribune 2]

Bangladesh: Government reshuffles
senior police leadership, appoints new
Rapid Action Battalion chief

(Im) Bangladesh has reshuffled several senior positions
within the national police administration, including
appointing Additional Inspector General of Police
Ahsan Habib Palash as the new director general of the
Rapid Action Battalion (RAB)—an elite paramilitary law
enforcement unit responsible for counterterrorism
and operations against organized crime. Palash
previously served as deputy inspector general of the
Chittagong Range, a policing jurisdiction covering
Bangladesh’s main port region on the Bay of Bengal.

The same order issued by the Ministry of Home Affairs
appoints Additional Inspector General of Police Sardar
Nurul Amin as chief of the Special Branch (SB), the
police’s domestic intelligence arm, and Additional
Inspector General of Police Mosleh Uddin as head of
the Criminal Investigation Department (CID), which
conducts major criminal investigations.

Further changes include the posting of Additional
Inspector General of Police Chibgat Ullah to
Bangladesh Police Headquarters, the appointment of
Hasib Aziz, commissioner of the Chittagong
Metropolitan Police, as chief of the Armed Police
Battalion (APBN)—a paramilitary police unit
responsible for specialized security operations—and
the transfer of Shawkat Ali, additional commissioner of
the Dhaka Metropolitan Police, as commissioner of the
Chittagong Metropolitan Police. In addition, Special
Branch Deputy Inspector General Moniruzzaman has
been appointed deputy inspector general of the
Chittagong Range. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bhutan: Remittances from overseas
workers surge in 2025

(Im) Remittances sent home by Bhutanese working
abroad increased sharply in 2025, highlighting the
growing economic role of the country’s overseas
workforce. According to the Royal Monetary Authority
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(RMA)—Bhutan'’s central bank—total inward
remittances rose to USD 342.9 million (BTN 28.6 billion)
in 2025, more than doubling from USD 164.4 million
(BTN 13.7 billion) in 2024.

Australia accounted for the largest share of transfers
at USD 253.3 million (BTN 21.1 billion), reflecting the
rapid expansion of Bhutanese migration to Australia in
recent years. Additional inflows came from the United
States with USD 23.5 million (BTN 2.0 billion) and
Kuwait with USD 19.3 million (BTN 1.6 billion).

Higher remittance inflows have strengthened Bhutan's
external financial position. The finance ministry
reported that stronger convertible currency inflows,
combined with hydropower revenues, pushed the
country’s net foreign assets to BTN 190.02 billion (USD
2.28 billion). Total foreign exchange reserves stood at
USD 1.12 billion (BTN 93.3 billion) as of January.

At the same time, outward remittances declined.
Transfers abroad fell by 22 percent to USD 58.1 million
(BTN 4.8 billion) in fiscal year 2024-2025, largely
reflecting a reduction in foreign workers in Bhutan.
More than 90 percent of these payments go to India,
mainly from Indian workers employed in Bhutan's
construction and manufacturing sectors. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Agrifood sector faces structural
challenges despite high public spending

(Im) Bhutan's agrifood sector risks missing key targets
under the country's 13th Five-Year Plan (2024-2029)
unless public spending shifts from infrastructure-heavy
investments toward productivity and market-oriented
reforms, according to a recent World Bank assessment
of agricultural spending and incentives. The report
warns that under current policies the sector is unlikely
to double its economic contribution or reach the
government's goal of BTN 6 billion (USD 72 million) in
agricultural exports by 2029.

Although Bhutan allocates relatively high public
resources to agriculture—about 12 percent of total
government spending, equivalent to roughly BTN 9
billion (USD 108 million) annually—the report finds
that implementation remains uneven. Budget
execution averaged 87 percent, with capital projects
such as irrigation and farm infrastructure facing
particular delays due to administrative capacity
constraints.

Agriculture currently accounts for about 15 percent of
Bhutan’s gross domestic product and 14 percent of
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exports, yet the country remains highly dependent on
imports for basic food products. Approximately 70
percent of cereals consumed domestically are
imported, mainly from India. Domestic production has
declined in several key areas over the past decade as
cultivated land shrinks and rural labor shortages
intensify due to migration and an ageing farming
population. Rice and maize output, for example, fell
sharply during the period, while cattle numbers
declined significantly between 2018 and 2021,
contributing to lower milk production.

Government officials acknowledge the need for
structural reform. The Ministry of Agriculture and
Livestock has begun introducing measures aimed at
modernizing the sector, including expanded irrigation
systems, concessional financing for commercial
farming, mechanization programs and improved crop
protection infrastructure. New initiatives such as
farmer registration systems, agricultural insurance
schemes and warehouse receipt systems are also
being introduced to improve planning, traceability and
access to finance.

However, the report highlights deeper structural
constraints, including low labor productivity, under-
resourced agricultural research and extension services,
and limited private-sector participation. State-owned
enterprises continue to dominate procurement and
distribution systems, which analysts say may
discourage private investment and reduce market
responsiveness. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Nursing shortage persists despite
expansion of training capacity

(Im) Bhutan continues to face a significant shortage of
nurses despite a steady increase in domestic training
capacity. As of December 2025, the country had 1,696
nurses, compared with an approved staffing
requirement of 2,376, leaving a shortfall of about 680
nurses.

The shortage is also evident at the Jigme Dorji
Wangchuck National Referral Hospital in Thimphu,
Bhutan'’s largest public hospital, where 703 nurses
were employed against an approved requirement of
881. Workforce attrition has increased in recent years,
rising from 4.01 percent in 2022 to 16.1 percent in
2023, before declining to 11.6 percent in 2024, when
170 nurses left the workforce.

Bhutan has expanded nursing education in response.
The Faculty of Nursing and Public Health at the Khesar
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Gyalpo University of Medical Sciences of Bhutan, the
country’'s primary medical university, has produced
1,615 nurses to date and admits about 60 students
annually. Additional graduates have come from private
and university programs, including 299 graduates from
the Apollo Bhutan Institute of Nursing between 2022
and 2025, 314 from Aurora Academy of Health Science
since 2014, and 158 from Royal Thimphu College since
2018. [Kuensel]

India: Opposition moves to initiate
impeachment of chief election
commissioner

(dqgl) More than the required number of Indian
opposition lawmakers have moved to initiate
impeachment proceedings against Chief Election
Commissioner Gyanesh Kumar, with 130 members of
the Lok Sabha (House of the People, the lower house
of the bicameral Parliament of India) and 63 from the
Rajya Sabha (Council of States, upper house).

The initiative—expected to be formally submitted in
Parliament—has support from parties in the
opposition Indian National Developmental Inclusive
Alliance (INDIA) as well as members of the Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP), marking the first attempt to remove a
sitting chief election commissioner.

INDIA is a coalition of initially 25 opposition parties in
India formed in 2023 to coordinate against the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) led by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. The AAP presents itself as an anti-
corruption, reform-oriented movement focused on
governance, public services and political transparency.

Opposition MPs accuse Kumar of partisan conduct and
obstructing probes into alleged electoral irregularities,
particularly in relation to the Special Intensive Revision
(SIR) of voter rolls conducted by the Election
Commission of India. [The Tribune 1]

The revision process—intended to update electoral
rolls and remove duplicate or ineligible entries—has
become politically contentious, with opposition parties
claiming it risks excluding legitimate voters and
disproportionately affecting areas governed by non-
ruling parties.

The issue has been especially sensitive in West Bengal,
where Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee of the All India
Trinamool Congress has accused the commission of
deleting genuine voters and potentially influencing
electoral outcomes. Additional controversy has
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emerged around allegations that the SIR process
involved external technical or financial advisory
arrangements—reportedly linked to an investment
banking entity—that opposition figures say raise
transparency and conflict-of-interest concerns.
Government and election authorities have rejected
claims of political bias, maintaining that the revision is
a routine administrative exercise aimed at improving
the accuracy of voter lists. [The Federal]

Supreme Court orders independent tribunals to hear
appeals over voter roll deletions in West Bengal

Separately, the Supreme Court has directed the
establishment of independent appellate tribunals
headed by former high court judges to hear appeals
from individuals whose names were removed during
the ongoing SIR of electoral rolls in West Bengal ahead
of the state’s upcoming assembly elections.

The court also ruled that decisions taken by judicial
officers reviewing voter-list disputes cannot be
overturned by administrative officials of the election
authority. It instructed the state government and the
election commission to provide logistical support, fix
technical problems with the online system used for
appeals, and avoid introducing new requirements
without approval from the Calcutta High Court's chief
justice.

The order comes amid controversy over the revision
process, in which about 6.3 million voter names were
removed from the final electoral rolls published in late
February, while around 6 million cases remain under
review. [The Tribune 2]

India: Government introduces Bill
redefining “transgender” and proposing
graded penalties for offences

(dqgl) The government has introduced the Transgender
Persons (Protection of Rights) Amendment Bill, 2026 in
the lower house, seeking to provide a clearer legal
definition of “transgender” and strengthen legal
protections for transgender individuals.

The proposed legislation states that the term
“transgender” should not include persons with
different sexual orientations or self-perceived sexual
identities. According to the government, the
clarification is intended to ensure that protections and
welfare benefits under the Transgender Persons
(Protection of Rights) Act, 2019 are applied specifically
to those legally recognized as transgender. The bill also
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allows a designated authority to consult experts when
determining such identification.

In addition, the amendment introduces graded
criminal penalties for offences against transgender
persons, with punishments varying according to the
seriousness of harm, the permanence of injuries, and
whether the victim is a child. It further provides that
individuals formally recognized as transgender
through an identity certificate may update their first
name across official records, including birth certificates
and other identity documents. [The Tribune]

India: Supreme Court permits first court-
approved passive euthanasia in landmark
end-of-life ruling

(dqgl) The Supreme Court has allowed India's first court-
approved case of passive euthanasia, permitting the
withdrawal of life-sustaining treatment for a 32-year-
old man who had been in a permanent vegetative state
for more than 12 years following a severe head injury
in 2013. The decision came after his parents petitioned
the court, arguing that he had no chance of recovery
and had been kept alive only through artificial medical
support.

The ruling marks the first time India’s top court has
directly approved passive euthanasia for an individual
patient.

India had already recognized the “right to die with
dignity” in earlier rulings, including a landmark
judgment in 2018 that allowed patients to issue
advance directives or “living wills” specifying refusal of
life-sustaining treatment in certain circumstances. [Al
Jazeera] [The Times of India]

India: Supreme Court seeks government
response to challenge against data
protection law

(dqgl) The Supreme Court has asked the government to
respond to a new petition challenging a provision of
the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 that
critics say could weaken transparency under the Right
to Information (RTI) Act, 2005. The plea argues that
personal data obtained through the RTI system should
remain usable for analysis, publication, and
dissemination without being restricted by the data-
protection law.
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The petition contends that applying the 2023 data-
protection framework to information accessed via RTI
would undermine the public’'s ability to scrutinize
government actions and could restrict investigative
reporting and public-interest research. Petitioners
therefore seek a judicial declaration that such RTI-
sourced data should be exempt from the law's
restrictions.

The court issued notice to the government and linked
the case with earlier petitions already challenging parts
of the legislation. Those broader challenges question
the constitutionality of several provisions of the law
and raise concerns about privacy, data access, and the
scope of government authority. [Deccan Herald] [The
Tribune]

India: Foreign exchange reserves post
largest weekly drop in over a year

(dqgl) India’s foreign exchange reserves fell by USD
11.68 billion to USD 716.81 billion in the week ending 6
March, marking the largest weekly decline in more
than a year, according to data from the Reserve Bank
of India (RBI). The drop follows a previous week in
which reserves climbed to a record high of about USD
728.5 billion.

The decrease was driven mainly by a sharp fall in
foreign currency assets, the largest component of the
reserves, as well as a decline in the value of gold
holdings. Analysts attribute the fall partly to the RBI's
sale of U.S. dollars to stabilize the rupee, along with
valuation losses stemming from fluctuations in global
currencies. [The Economic Times]

India: Government urges shift to piped
gas and warns against LPG hoarding amid
West Asia tensions

(dgl) Amid the ongoing tensions in the Middle East and
fears of supply disruptions near the Strait of Hormuz,
the government has urged households to switch to
piped natural gas (PNG) where available in order to
ease pressure on liquefied petroleum gas (LPG)
supplies.

The Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas said the
step is intended to manage a surge in LPG bookings
triggered largely by panic buying rather than an actual
shortage.
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The appeal comes as daily LPG bookings have risen
from about 5-5.5 million to roughly 7.5-7.6 million,
although around 5 million cylinders continue to be
delivered each day and none of the country’s 25,000
distributors have reported running out of stock.

About 15 million households already use PNG, and
another 6 million homes located near pipeline
networks could switch relatively easily. Authorities are
working with distributors and companies such as GAIL
to facilitate new connections.

At the same time, the government has ordered stricter
enforcement against hoarding and black-market sales
of LPG cylinders. State authorities have been
instructed to intensify inspections, with raids and
seizures already reported in several states. [The
Tribune]

India: Government aims to market
indigenous stealth fighter globally

(dql) India plans to allow the industrial consortium
selected to build its next-generation stealth fighter to
market the aircraft internationally, signalling a shift
from a purely domestic defense program toward a
potential export platform.

The project, led by the Aeronautical Development
Agency under the Defence Research and Development
Organisation—India’s main government agency
responsible for developing military technologies and
weapons systems—, is entering a key industrial phase
in which private-sector consortia—including Tata
Advanced Systems Ltd and groups involving Larsen &
Toubro and Bharat Forge—are competing to develop
prototypes and establish production capacity. The
aircraft is expected to enter service in the mid-2030s
and form the future backbone of the Indian Air Force
fleet.

Under the proposed framework, the winning
consortium could seek foreign buyers and participate
in international tenders, subject to government export
approvals. The policy aligns with New Delhi's strategy
to expand defense exports—now exceeding USD 2.8
billion—and to strengthen its domestic defense
industry.

The twin-engine stealth aircraft, intended as the future
backbone of the Indian Air Force fleet, is expected to
feature internal weapons bays, sensor fusion,
advanced avionics and supercruise capability. The first
variant will use General Electric F414 engines, while a
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later version is planned to adopt a more powerful
engine developed jointly by Safran and India’s Gas
Turbine Research Establishment. A prototype flight is
targeted around 2029, with production envisaged in
the mid-2030s and an initial domestic requirement of
roughly 120 aircraft. [Aerospace Global News]
[Defence.In]

India: Government considers easing
renewable power penalties

(dgl) India is considering easing proposed penalties on
wind and solar developers that fail to meet tighter
electricity supply commitments to the grid after
industry groups warned the rules could reduce project
revenues and deter investment in the clean-energy
sector.

The regulations were drafted by the Central Electricity
Regulatory Commission to improve grid reliability by
narrowing the gap between the renewable power
producers schedule and the amount actually delivered.
Under the proposal, companies would face financial
penalties for large deviations, with the stricter
framework expected to take effect in April. It is part of
the government'’s efforts to reach its target of 500
gigawatts of non-fossil power capacity by 2030.

Developers told officials the rules could significantly
affect projects built under earlier regulatory regimes
and undermine investor confidence. Authorities have
therefore asked the regulator to review industry
concerns and re-examine the penalty structure. [ESG
News] [Reuters]

While India is rapidly expanding its renewable energy
capacity, fossil fuels—particularly coal—are expected
to remain central to the country’s energy mix for the
foreseeable future as policymakers balance climate
goals with energy security.

Coal currently generates about three-quarters of
India’s electricity, while renewables supply the
remainder. However, renewable capacity—especially
solar—has expanded quickly over the past decade,
rising from roughly 4 gigawatts to about 140 gigawatts,
reflecting New Delhi's push to accelerate the energy
transition.

Despite this growth, the country’s surging electricity
demand—driven by a population of about 1.4 billion
and strong economic expansion—means India will
likely continue relying on coal and imported oil even as
renewable deployment increases.
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Analysts note that while India aims for renewables to
eventually eclipse fossil fuels in the power mix by
around 2050, achieving that timeline will require
significant expansion of energy storage and new
technologies such as green hydrogen. [Forbes]

India: Defense roadmap targets tech-
driven military by 2047

(dqgl) India’s Defence Ministry has released further
details of its long-term military modernization plan
under “Defence Forces Vision 2047: A Roadmap for a
Future-Ready Indian Military,” unveiled by Defence
Minister Rajnath Singh. The strategy calls for
establishing specialized entities for data analysis,
drone operations and geospatial mapping, alongside
new operational structures including full-fledged cyber
and space commands to strengthen India’s ability to
conduct multi-domain warfare.

A key component is the expansion of air and missile
defense under the “Sudarshan Chakra” program, which
aims by 2030 to provide layered protection for
strategic infrastructure, economic assets and civilian
targets against evolving threats.

At its core, the program proposes strengthening India’s
integrated air and missile defense network by
expanding the indigenous Akash surface-to-air missile
system and incorporating the Russian S-400 Triumf air
defense system alongside domestic ballistic missile
defense capabilities and Al-supported threat detection,
with the aim of intercepting threats at ranges beyond
400 km by 2030. [News 18]

The roadmap also proposes creating a defense
geospatial agency, a dedicated “data force,” a drone
force and a cognitive warfare unit, while enhancing
capabilities to control the electromagnetic spectrum—
allowing Indian forces to disrupt enemy
communications, sensors and navigation systems.

The transformation is structured in three phases, with
a transition phase to 2030 at the beginning focusing on
organizational reforms and tighter control along
contested borders with Pakistan and China. This is
followed by a consolidation phase from 2030-2040
emphasizing data-driven operations and integration of
cyber and space into traditional domains. In the final
phase to 2047, India aims at achieving a technologically
advanced, globally competitive military capable of
operating freely across land, sea, air, cyber and space.
[The Tribune]
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India: Multiple states raided in probe into
transnational online fraud scheme

(dqgl) The Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) — India’s
premier federal investigative agency — conducted
coordinated searches at 15 locations across multiple
states as part of an investigation into a large
transnational online fraud network linked to the
overseas fintech platform Pyypl.

The case was referred for investigation by the
cybercrime unit of India’s Home Ministry, the Indian
Cyber Crime Coordination Centre (14C). Officials are
seeking custody of the alleged ringleader, chartered
accountant Ashok Kumar Sharma, who was recently
arrested by the Enforcement Directorate.

Investigators say Sharma led a cybercrime network
known as the “Bijwasan Group,” which allegedly used
social media, mobile applications, and encrypted
messaging services to attract victims with promises of
high returns from online investments or income from
part-time digital tasks. Victims were initially shown
fabricated profits after making small deposits and
were subsequently persuaded to invest larger sums.

Authorities estimate that the scheme defrauded
victims of roughly USD 97 million last year. The
proceeds were reportedly laundered through at least
15 shell companies and numerous mule bank
accounts, before being withdrawn abroad using
internationally enabled debit cards or transferred
through digital wallet top-ups on overseas fintech
platforms—primarily Pyypl—via global payment
networks. [The Tribune]

India: Maoist insurgents surrender

(dqgl) A total of 108 Maoist insurgents surrendered to
authorities in Bastar district in the central state of
Chhattisgarh, marking one of the largest mass
defections from the insurgent movement in recent
years.

Security forces also recovered a major cache of
resources from rebel hideouts, including roughly USD
4.3 million in cash and about 1 kilogram of gold worth
approximately USD 195,000, along with 101 weapons
such as assault rifles, light machine guns, and grenade
launchers. Authorities described the seizure as the
largest recovery of cash and valuables from a single
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Maoist location during anti-insurgency operations in
India.

The surrendered militants were linked to the
Communist Party of India (Maoist), particularly its
Dandakaranya Special Zonal Committee, which has
carried out numerous attacks in southern
Chhattisgarh. Several senior cadres, including
divisional committee members and commanders of
the guerrilla wing known as the People's Liberation
Guerrilla Army, were among those who laid down
arms.

The development comes as the government of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi pursues a plan to eradicate
the decades-long Maoist insurgency by March 31. [The
Tribune]

India: Pakistani militant killed in
infiltration operation

(dqgl) Security forces in Jammu and Kashmir killed a
suspected Pakistani militant during a joint counter-
infiltration operation in the Uri sector of Baramulla
district after intelligence indicated an attempted cross-
border entry.

The operation, conducted by the Indian Army and
Jammu and Kashmir Police on the night of March 14-
15, led to an exchange of fire after troops challenged a
suspect moving through a thicket. Weapons and
ammunition, including an AK-type rifle and pistols,
were recovered at the site, while search operations
continue to determine whether additional infiltrators
were involved.

Separately, an Indian army junior commissioned officer
died during an anti-terrorist operation in Poonch
district after slipping in difficult terrain. [India TV]

Maldives: Voter registry published as
political dispute intensifies over
referendum on merging national elections

(Im) As the Maldives enters the final phase ahead of
the local council and Women's Development
Committee (WDC) elections scheduled for April 4,
authorities have published the permanent voter
registry while political debate intensifies over a
referendum that would allow future presidential and
parliamentary elections to be held concurrently.
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The Elections Commission of the Maldives, the
independent body responsible for administering
elections, confirmed that 294,876 citizens are eligible
to vote. Voters will elect representatives to 1,356 seats
—678 in local councils and 678 in WDCs—and will also
vote in a referendum on whether future presidential
and parliamentary elections should be held on the
same day. The commission said voting will take place
only within the Maldives, with no polling stations
established overseas. [The Sun 1]

The referendum follows parliamentary approval of a
constitutional amendment proposal that would allow
presidential and parliamentary elections to be
synchronized beginning in 2028. Government officials
say the measure would shorten the term of the current
20th Parliament so that both elections can be held
concurrently in the future. Authorities also emphasize
that any extension of the presidential term would
require a separate referendum.

Supporters argue that merging the elections would
reduce administrative costs and logistical pressure on
the state. Deputy Speaker Ahmed Nazim said
concurrent elections had originally been envisaged
during the 2008 constitutional reform process, but
were not implemented at the time due to delays in
establishing the Elections Commission and related
electoral legislation. The Maldives Development
Alliance (MDA), a small parliamentary party aligned
with the government, has also endorsed the proposal,
estimating that holding the two national elections
simultaneously could reduce public expenditure by
MVR 80 million to MVR 100 million (USD 5.2 million to
USD 6.5 million). [The Sun 2] [The Sun 3] [The Sun 4]

Opposition parties strongly contest both the proposal
and the referendum process. The Maldivian
Democratic Party (MDP)—the country’s main
opposition party—has filed a legal challenge seeking to
halt the vote, arguing that the referendum is unlawful.
According to the party, the Civil Court of the Maldives
has rejected its petition three times, each time
requesting additional amendments to the filing. Party
representatives say the court first requested clearer
copies of official documents and later required a
witness statement confirming elements of the claim.
The MDP says its immediate objective is to have the
case formally registered and obtain a temporary
injunction suspending the referendum. [The Sun 5]

Opposition figures also argue that the referendum
could effectively alter the length of the current
parliamentary term. Ahmed Shamheed, a member of
parliament representing Hulhumalé South, accused
the government of misleading voters by presenting the
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proposal as a technical measure to merge elections.
He argued that the Constitution requires referendums
only for amendments concerning fundamental rights
or the structure of the state and suggested that
electoral synchronization could potentially be achieved
through other legal mechanisms. [The Sun 6]

Former president Mohamed Nasheed, a senior MDP
figure, has additionally urged the government to
reconsider holding the referendum at a time when the
Maldives faces economic pressures linked to global
developments. He called for broader political
consultations before pursuing constitutional
amendments. Although Nasheed initially supported
the proposal when it was first introduced, both he and
the MDP have since reversed their position and now
oppose the change. [The Sun 7]

Maldives: Allegations raised against
judicial administration during Supreme
Court hearing on dismissal case

(Im) Allegations were raised before the Supreme Court
of the Maldives that the Department of Judicial
Administration (DJA), the administrative body
responsible for managing the judiciary’s personnel and
operations, provided inaccurate information during
proceedings in a case concerning the dismissal of a
former judicial official.

The claim was made during a hearing in an appeal
involving Mohamed Nizam, a former deputy director
general of the High Court who was dismissed after
disciplinary proceedings related to alleged political
remarks posted from his Facebook account criticizing
former President Mohamed Nasheed. Nizam argued
before the court that the DJA had been untruthful
during earlier hearings when responding to questions
about the existence of a consolidated version of the
Judicial Service Staff Regulations governing court
employees.

The dispute originated after the DJA initiated
disciplinary action following complaints submitted to
the Parliament's Judiciary Committee regarding the
social media posts. In its investigation report, the DJA
stated that Nizam's claim that his account had been
hacked lacked credibility, noting that no such report
had been filed with authorities and that personal
content continued to be posted from the account.

Nizam challenged his dismissal before the Employment
Tribunal, after which the case proceeded to the High
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Court, which ordered a retrial. The matter is currently
under review by the Supreme Court. [The Sun]

Maldives: Human rights commission
investigates fatal fire at expatriate
worker housing

(Im) A fire at an accommodation building for foreign
workers in the central Maldives killed five expatriate
workers and injured several others early on March 13.
Police reported the incident at around 2:00 a.m., and
eight individuals were taken to the island’s health
center for treatment. Five later died from their injuries,
while two severely injured victims were transferred to
Malé, the country’s capital, for specialized medical
care.

The Human Rights Commission of the Maldives (HRCM)
has opened an investigation into the incident.
Authorities are assessing whether living conditions or
safety standards in the worker accommodation facility
may have contributed to the fatalities. [The Sun]

Maldives: Fuel price increase adds
pressure amid debate over upcoming
sovereign sukuk repayment

(Im) Political debate is intensifying in the Maldives over
the government’s ability to meet a USD 500 million
sovereign sukuk (Islamic bond) repayment due on April
8, as rising global energy prices and supply risks linked
to instability in the Middle East add pressure to the
country’s external finances. The Maldives faces roughly
USD 1.1 billion in external debt repayments this year,
while recent credit rating downgrades by international
rating agencies have made refinancing more difficult.

Opposition figures have questioned the government's
repayment strategy. Fayyaz Ismail, a senior figure in
the Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP)—the country’s
main opposition party—and a former economic
minister, said there is no clear mechanism for settling
the sukuk and criticized what he described as
insufficient transparency from the Finance Ministry
and the Maldives Monetary Authority, the country’'s
central bank. The government maintains that
repayment will proceed on schedule. President
Mohamed Muizzu said USD 650 million has been
secured, while the Sovereign Development Fund, a
state reserve created to meet external debt
obligations, holds more than USD 320 million, and
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usable foreign currency reserves amount to roughly
USD 330 million. [The Sun 1]

Energy supply risks have become an additional
concern following the United States and Israeli strikes
on Iran on February 28 and resulting instability
affecting shipping through the Strait of Hormuz, a
major global oil transit corridor. The state-owned
company Maldive Gas, which imports and distributes
liquefied petroleum gas used for cooking nationwide,
has reduced distribution volumes amid supply
concerns. [The Sun 2]

Opposition figures have warned that the Maldives’
tourism-dependent island economy is highly exposed
to global energy shocks. Former president Mohamed
Nasheed, a senior figure in the MDP, said combined
national fuel reserves held by the state and private
sector amount to roughly 70 million liters of diesel and
25 million liters of petrol, equivalent to about 20 days
of supply under normal consumption levels. He called
for precautionary conservation measures, including
limits on non-essential energy use and prioritizing fuel
for critical sectors such as fisheries, tourism resorts,
and aviation. [The Sun 3] [The Sun 4]

Against this backdrop, the State Trading Organization
(STO)—the state-owned company responsible for
importing and distributing fuel—implemented a major
increase in commercial fuel prices on March 16, raising
bulk fuel prices for private businesses by roughly 65
percent for diesel and 74 percent for petrol. Prices are
higher in outer island regions due to transport costs; in
Noonu Atoll, delivered prices reportedly reached MVR
27.13 per liter for petrol (USD 1.76) and MVR 28.32 per
liter for diesel (USD 1.84). STO stated that the increase
applies only to commercial supply tiers and that retail
prices at Fuel Supplies Maldives, the company's public
fuel station network, remain unchanged. [The Sun 5]

Finance Minister Moosa Zameer said the government
intends to stabilize retail fuel prices through subsidies
and expected profits from STO while authorities seek
to strengthen foreign currency reserves. Zameer
added that the government is in discussions with two
multilateral financial institutions to raise an additional
USD 100 million to bolster reserves and help manage
higher fuel import costs associated with the crisis. [The
Sun 6] [The Sun 7]

The Maldives has also sought external support to
safeguard energy imports. Officials confirmed that the
government has requested India’s assistance in
securing oil supplies as global markets tighten and
tanker traffic through the Strait of Hormuz remains
disrupted. India said it is reviewing the request
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alongside similar appeals from other South Asian
countries. [The Sun 8]

Maldives: Government rejects requests to
use national airspace for Middle East
conflict operations

(Im) The Maldives has rejected requests to use its
airspace for activities linked to the ongoing Middle East
war involving the United States, Israel, and Iran,
Foreign Minister Abdulla Khaleel said, adding that the
government will not permit Maldivian territory to be
used in military operations related to the crisis.

Speaking at a press briefing held by the government’s
Special Ministerial Committee tasked with monitoring
the domestic implications of the conflict, Khaleel said
several requests concerning Maldivian sovereign
airspace had been received but none had been
approved. He added that the Maldives has historically
not allowed its airspace to be used for attacks against
other countries and intends to maintain that position.
[The Sun]

Nepal: Landslide election victory for
reformist party fundamentally reshapes
political landscape

(Im) Nepal's parliamentary elections of March 5 have
produced a major realignment in the country’s political
system, with the Rastriya Swatantra Party (RSP)—a
party founded in 2022 that briefly served as a junior
coalition partner from December 2022 to February
2023—emerging as the dominant political force and
dramatically weakening both traditional national
parties and regional political actors.

Nepal's federal parliament is elected through a mixed
electoral system, with 165 members chosen through
constituency races (FPTP) and 110 allocated through
proportional representation (PR) based on national
vote share. Final vote counts under the PR system
confirm the RSP as the largest party with about 5.18
million votes, representing roughly 48 percent of valid
PR ballots. Combined with sweeping victories under
the FPTP system—where the party won 125 of the 165
constituency seats—the RSP is projected to hold
approximately 182 seats in the 275-member House of
Representatives, just two seats short of the 184
required for a two-thirds majority.
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Following the election, the six parties that crossed the
three percent vote threshold required for national
party status finalized their lists of PR lawmakers and
submitted them to the Election Commission of Nepal,
which must verify that the selections comply with
constitutional inclusion requirements across gender
and social categories. [The Kathmandu Post 1] [The
Kathmandu Post 2]

The scale of the victory represents a major setback for
Nepal's established political forces. The Nepali
Congress, the country’s traditional democratic party, is
expected to hold around 36 seats, while the
Communist Party of Nepal-Unified Marxist Leninist
(CPN-UML) led by former prime minister KP Sharma Oli
is projected to hold about 25 seats. Other parties
expected to enter parliament include the Nepali
Communist Party (NCP) with 17 seats, the Shram
Sanskriti Party with seven, and the Rastriya Prajatantra
Party (RPP) with five seats. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

Voter turnout reached 59.84 percent, the lowest since
the restoration of multiparty democracy in 1991,
suggesting declining electoral participation compared
with previous national polls. [The Kathmandu Post 4]

The results reflect a broad collapse of traditional
political strongholds across the country. In many
constituencies, reform-oriented candidates running
under the RSP banner defeated long-established
figures from both the Nepali Congress and communist
parties. The surge was reinforced by the defection of
42 candidates from established parties, including the
Nepali Congress, the CPN-UML, and several regional
parties, who successfully contested the election under
the RSP label. [The Kathmandu Post 5] [The
Kathmandu Post 6]

The election also significantly weakened Nepal's
communist political bloc. Communist parties had
historically secured around 40 percent of the national
vote, but their combined support fell to roughly 21
percent in the latest election. [The Kathmandu Post 7]

The outcome has triggered internal debates within the
traditional parties. Both the Nepali Congress and the
CPN-UML, which had jointly led the coalition
government before parliament was dissolved in
September 2025, are now facing pressure to reassess
their leadership. Within the Nepali Congress, calls have
emerged for party president Gagan Kumar Thapa to
step down following the party's worst electoral
performance since the democratic transition of 1991.
Internal divisions appear to have contributed to the
defeat, including tensions between Thapa'’s leadership
and a faction aligned with former party leader Sher
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Bahadur Deuba over a controversial party convention
held shortly before the election. The legality of that
convention is currently under review by the Supreme
Court of Nepal, the country's highest judicial authority.

The CPN-UML is facing similar internal debate
following its weak showing in the election. Some party
figures have urged party chair KP Sharma Oli to step
down and allow leadership renewal. Critics within the
party argue that a serious review of leadership and
strategy is necessary after the defeat, while others
maintain that Oli should remain in office and oversee
the party’'s restructuring. Despite the growing criticism,
Oli has not indicated any intention to resign, and
analysts note that he still maintains significant support
within the party's internal leadership structures. [The
Kathmandu Post 8] [The Kathmandu Post 9]

The election also reshaped Nepal's regional political
dynamics, particularly in Madhesh Province, the
southern plains region bordering India that is home to
the Madheshi population, a community that has
historically mobilized around demands for greater
political representation and federal autonomy.

Of the 275 seats in the House of Representatives, 32
constituencies are located in Madhesh Province, yet
Madhesh-based parties failed to win any of them in the
latest election, marking a dramatic reversal for regional
political movements that had previously held a strong
presence in national politics. Instead, the RSP secured
30 of those seats, while the remaining two were won
by candidates from the Nepali Congress and
communist parties. [The Kathmandu Post 10]

Despite the RSP's electoral dominance, the process of
government formation is still unfolding. The party has
indicated that it will amend its internal charter to allow
Balendra (“Balen”) Shah, the former mayor of
Kathmandu Metropolitan City, to become leader of the
party’s parliamentary group and thus prime minister.
Under Nepal's Political Parties Act of 2017, the
parliamentary party leader must be elected by
members of parliament rather than by the broader
party membership, which requires the RSP to revise its
existing rules.

Once the amendment is adopted and Shah is elected
parliamentary leader, President Ramchandra Paudel is
expected to appoint him prime minister, as the RSP
holds a single-party majority in the House of
Representatives. Party leaders have indicated that
Shah favors forming a relatively small cabinet of
roughly 15 ministers and has floated the idea of
bringing outside policy specialists into advisory roles as
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the new administration takes shape. [The Kathmandu
Post 11] [The Kathmandu Post 12]

Nepal: Incoming government outlines
‘development diplomacy’ while facing
complex foreign policy challenges

(Im) Nepal's Rastriya Swatantra Party (RSP)—which is
expected to form a majority government following the
March 5 parliamentary election—has announced that
its foreign policy will be guided by a strategy it calls
“development diplomacy,” aimed at attracting foreign
investment and development assistance while avoiding
geopolitical alignment. Party leader Rabi Lamichhane
said the government will pursue a balanced, non-
aligned foreign policy focused on economic
development and maintaining cooperative relations
with India, China, the United States, and other
international partners.

The concept of development diplomacy refers to using
foreign policy primarily to secure development
cooperation, infrastructure financing, technology
transfer, and investment without the political or
strategic conditions that have made some foreign-
funded projects controversial in Nepal. Past initiatives
—including the United States Millennium Challenge
Corporation (MCC) compact, which provides USD 550
million in US funding for infrastructure projects, and
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)—have generated
domestic political debate over sovereignty and
geopolitical influence.

The incoming government will therefore seek to
expand development cooperation with multiple
partners while avoiding perceptions that Nepal is
aligning with any particular geopolitical bloc. The RSP’s
policy platform envisions stronger economic
partnerships with India, drawing lessons from its
economic transformation and digital infrastructure
development, while also pursuing infrastructure
investment and concessional financing from China. At
the same time, the government aims to maintain
engagement with multilateral institutions such as the
World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and Asian
Development Bank.

Despite these ambitions, analysts warn that the new
government will face significant diplomatic challenges.
Nepal must manage sensitive relations with both India
and China, including unresolved border issues,
development cooperation agreements, and the
implementation of existing infrastructure projects. The
government will also need to navigate its
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commitments under the MCC compact, which involves
USD 747 million (including USD 197 million contributed
by Nepal) in total funding.

Broader regional and global dynamics will further
complicate policy choices. Experts note that Nepal's
position between India and China requires careful
diplomatic balancing to avoid being drawn into great-
power competition, while maintaining access to
investment, development assistance, and trade. In
addition, the government will need to address issues
ranging from migrant worker protection and diaspora
engagement to climate diplomacy and participation in
regional organizations such as the South Asian
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and the
Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and
Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC). [The Kathmandu
Post 1] [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: Youth protests continue as interim
government withholds report on
September 2025 unrest

(Im) Youth-led protests continued in Kathmandu after
the government failed to release a long-awaited report
on the September 2025 unrest, despite prior
commitments, reinforcing concerns over accountability
for violence that resulted in 77 deaths. Demonstrators
have staged sit-ins since March 16 at a central
monument in the capital, demanding full publication of
the report prepared by an investigative commission.

The commission was established on September 21,
2025, to examine the violence of September 8-9 and
submitted its findings on March 8. The Cabinet
accepted the report on March 15, and authorities had
indicated that details would be released the following
day, but no briefing took place and no explanation was
provided. The government has since stated that only a
summary may be released, while protesters continue
to demand full disclosure.

According to reporting, the commission recommends
further criminal investigations into several senior
officials who held key positions during the unrest,
including former Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli, former
Home Minister Ramesh Lekhak, and former police
chief Chandra Kuber Khapung. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Senior royalist party leader resigns
after election defeat
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(Im) Rabindra Mishra, senior vice-chair of the Rastriya
Prajatantra Party (RPP)—a conservative political party
that advocates the restoration of Nepal's constitutional
monarchy—has resigned from all party responsibilities
following his defeat in the March 5 parliamentary
election in the Kathmandu-1 constituency.

In announcing his decision, Mishra said he would take
a temporary step back from party politics but would
continue to advocate independently for monarchy
restoration, governance reform, and institutional
restructuring. He stated that the decision was not
made out of frustration but reflected broader concerns
about the party’s repeated inability to consolidate
public support for its core political agenda.

Mishra, a former journalist who entered politics
roughly a decade ago, has been one of the most visible
public advocates for reinstating the monarchy, which
was abolished in 2008 when Nepal became a federal
democratic republic following the end of the Maoist
insurgency. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Regional political party leader
announces withdrawal from
parliamentary politics after election
losses

(Im) A regional political party leader in Nepal has
announced his withdrawal from parliamentary politics
following his party’s poor performance in the March 5
parliamentary elections. CK Raut—a politician from the
Madhesh region in southern Nepal bordering India and
leader of the Janamat Party, a political party
established in 2019—confirmed that he will no longer
contest parliamentary elections.

The Janamat Party, which has advocated governance
reform and greater representation for Madhesi
communities in Nepal's southern plains, failed to
secure national party status after winning no seats
under the first-past-the-post system and falling short
of the three percent threshold required under the
proportional representation system. Raut also lost his
seat in Saptari-2, which he had won in the 2022
elections against a senior figure from the Janata
Samajbadi Party, another Madhesh-based political

party.

The election results marked a significant reversal for
the Janamat Party, which had previously secured six
seats in the national parliament in 2022 and gained
support through its focus on anti-corruption and
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representation of marginalized groups, including
Madhesi, Dalit, and indigenous communities. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Cabinet recommends home
minister for presidentially nominated
seat in upper house

(Im) Nepal's Cabinet has recommended Home Minister
Om Prakash Aryal for appointment to a vacant seat in
the National Assembly, the upper chamber of Nepal's
federal parliament.

The position is one of three seats in the 59-member
National Assembly that are filled by presidential
nomination on the recommendation of the Council of
Ministers, rather than through election. The seat
became vacant after the six-year term of former
member Bamdev Gautam expired. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Nepal: Interim prime minister appoints
close aide as chair of conservation body

(Im) Interim Prime Minister Sushila Karki has appointed
her chief personal secretary, Adarsha Kumar Shrestha,
as chairperson of the National Trust for Nature
Conservation (NTNC)—a government-backed
conservation organization responsible for managing
protected areas and biodiversity programs—triggering
criticism over potential favoritism within the prime
minister’s office.

According to the prime minister’s office, the
appointment was made under the National Trust for
Nature Conservation Act of 1982, which designates the
prime minister as the Trust's patron and grants the
authority to nominate its chairperson. Shrestha was
appointed for a five-year term, replacing the previous
chair, who had resigned.

The appointment has drawn additional scrutiny
because shortly after assuming his role in the prime
minister’s office, Shrestha appointed his wife, Sangita
Shrestha, to a position in the prime minister’s
secretariat. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Supreme Court orders
investigation into 2019 killing of Maoist
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leader

Nepal's Supreme Court has ordered the police to
launch a criminal investigation into the 2019 killing of
Kumar Paudel, a district-level leader of a splinter
Maoist group, directing authorities to examine the role
of 12 individuals, including former home minister Ram
Bahadur Thapa and the then inspector general of
police. The order instructs the District Police Office in
Sarlahi to begin the probe following a petition filed by
Paudel's family.

Paudel, the Sarlahi district in-charge of the Netra
Bikram Chand-led Communist Party of Nepal faction—
a radical Maoist splinter group that rejected Nepal's
mainstream peace process and has at times pursued
armed revolutionary politics—was killed in June 2019
during what police described as a security operation
conducted in self-defense after alleged gunfire from
militants. Government inquiries at the time supported
this account.

However, an investigation by the National Human
Rights Commission concluded that Paudel was killed
after being taken into custody, describing the incident
as an extrajudicial killing and recommending criminal
action against several police officers.

The commission’s recommendations—including
suspensions, prosecutions and NPR 300,000 (USD
2,190) in compensation for the victim’s family—were
never implemented by successive governments. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: LDC graduation may cost up to
132,000 jobs and USD 1 billion without
mitigation

(Im) Nepal risks losing up to 132,000 jobs and incurring
economic losses of nearly USD 1 billion over five years
following its graduation from Least Developed Country
(LDC) status in November 2026, according to a report
by the International Labour Organization.

The projected job losses—approximately 67,000
among men and 65,000 among women—are primarily
linked to expected declines in exports after the
removal of LDC-specific trade preferences. Export
losses are estimated at between 2.5 percent and 4.3
percent, with the impact concentrated in export-
oriented manufacturing sectors, particularly apparel,
textiles, and carpets.
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The manufacturing sector is expected to account for
the largest share of employment losses, with up to
142,000 jobs affected. Women are expected to be
disproportionately impacted due to their
concentration in labor-intensive export industries,
while urban employment losses are projected to
exceed those in rural areas, with potential secondary
effects including reverse migration into lower-
productivity informal work.

The report also projects a nominal GDP loss of
approximately USD 851 million in 2026, with
cumulative real GDP losses approaching USD 1 billion
over five years in the absence of mitigation measures.

Nepal's transition will result in reduced preferential
market access and increased exposure to global
competition, including higher tariff barriers and stricter
compliance requirements related to rules of origin,
labor standards, and environmental performance.
Authorities are exploring alternative trade
arrangements, including potential access to the
European Union’'s Generalised Scheme of Preferences
Plus (GSP+), which would require compliance with
international conventions on labor rights, human
rights, environmental protection, and governance.

Officials indicated that policy responses under
consideration include targeted investment in trade
facilitation, tourism, and the information and
communication technology sector, as well as labor
market measures such as reskilling, social protection
expansion, and support for enterprise
competitiveness. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Government rations cooking gas as
rights body flags distribution failures
amid panic buying

(Im) Nepal has introduced rationing of liquefied
petroleum gas (LPG) while the country’'s National
Human Rights Commission (NHRC) has urged the
government to address distribution failures and
prevent artificial shortages, as public concern over the
Middle East conflict drives panic buying.

Under a measure announced on March 12, the state-
owned Nepal Oil Corporation (NOC)—the country's
primary fuel importer and distributor—will refill only
half of consumers’ empty LPG cylinders starting from
March 13 in order to extend existing stocks and curb
hoarding.
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Authorities emphasized that there is no disruption to
imports, with Nepal continuing to receive fuel supplies
from India according to demand. However, long
queues have formed at refilling stations across the
country, particularly in the Kathmandu Valley, as
consumers stockpile LPG amid fears of global supply
disruptions linked to the conflict in the Middle East and
shipping risks through key maritime routes. [Reuters]

Following inspections at the Nepal Oil Corporation, the
Department of Commerce, Supplies and Consumer
Protection, the Food Management and Trading
Company Limited, and multiple gas depots, the NHRC
found that shortages were not caused by supply
constraints, but primarily by transportation and
distribution management failures at private
companies.

The commission further warned that consumer panic
and media reporting had contributed to excessive
household stockpiling, while some traders had
attempted to create artificial shortages. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Authorities blacklist 13,000
individuals as monitoring intensifies after
September 2025 prison escapes

(Im) Nepal's Department of Immigration has placed
approximately 13,000 individuals on an immigration
blacklist and intensified monitoring at airports and
land borders following the escape of inmates during
protests on September 9, 2025, which resulted in the
dissolution of Parliament’s lower house. The blacklist
includes around 8,000 Nepali nationals and 5,000
foreign nationals accused of crimes, including fugitives,
individuals under investigation or trial, and foreign
nationals linked to offences in other jurisdictions.

A key driver is the escape of 612 inmates during the
September 2025 unrest, including nearly 500 Indian
nationals and more than 100 third-country nationals,
many of whom remain at large. Surveillance has since
been strengthened at Kathmandu's main international
airport as well as at Pokhara and Gautam Buddha
airports, alongside continued monitoring at land
borders.

In the current fiscal year, 501 foreign nationals have
been expelled and banned from re-entering Nepal for
three to ten years, while more than 450 have been
deported in the first seven months of fiscal year 2025-
26. [The Kathmandu Post]
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Pakistan: Court orders medical board to
review imprisoned ex-prime minister’s
health

(Im) The Islamabad High Court ordered the formation
of a medical board to evaluate the health condition of
former Prime Minister Imran Khan, who has been
incarcerated since August 2023, while disposing of a
petition requesting his transfer from Adiala jail to Shifa
International Hospital in Islamabad for specialized
treatment.

The court directed local authorities to constitute the
board and submit medical recommendations
regarding Khan's condition. Based on those
recommendations, the authorities will determine—
under Pakistan’s prison regulations—whether the
former prime minister should be transferred outside
the prison for treatment.

The ruling also instructed prison authorities to ensure
that Khan is allowed to meet his lawyers and family
members and emphasized that relatives must be
informed if a prisoner develops a serious medical
condition.

Khan's legal team argued that the 73-year-old has
suffered significant deterioration in vision due to a
retinal condition diagnosed earlier this year and
requested his transfer to a specialized hospital.
Government representatives stated that medical
examinations conducted at the prison indicated that
his condition had improved and that appropriate
treatment was already being provided. [Pakistan
Today]

Pakistan: IMF review signals progress but
Middle East war threatens remittances
and external stability

(Im) The International Monetary Fund (IMF) said
discussions with Pakistan on the review of its financial
assistance programs had made “considerable
progress,” though negotiations will continue in the
coming days. The talks formed part of the third review
of Pakistan’s USD 7 billion Extended Fund Facility (EFF),
a multi-year stabilization program approved in
September 2024, and the second review of the USD 1.4
billion Resilience and Sustainability Facility (RSF)
approved in May 2025 to support climate-related
reforms and resilience measures.
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According to the IMF mission, Pakistan's
implementation of the EFF program remained broadly
aligned with commitments made by the authorities
through the end of February 2026. The discussions
focused on fiscal consolidation, maintaining a
sufficiently tight monetary policy stance, and reforms
in the energy sector, which has long placed pressure
on public finances due to subsidies and structural
inefficiencies.

The IMF mission also reviewed Pakistan's external
financing outlook and balance-of-payments risks,
including the economic impact of the war involving the
United States, Israel, and Iran. The conflict has
disrupted energy infrastructure across the Gulf and
threatened shipping through the Strait of Hormuz, a
critical chokepoint for global oil trade. Pakistan is a net
importer of crude oil, making it highly sensitive to
global price fluctuations. Domestic fuel prices have
already increased by about PKR 55 (USD 0.19) per liter,
reflecting higher oil prices and rising war-risk
premiums on maritime shipping. [Arab News 1]

Another key vulnerability concerns remittance inflows,
which have become one of the country’s most
important sources of foreign exchange. Remittances
now generate more foreign currency than exports and
help stabilize the country’s balance of payments. About
55 percent of these inflows originate from Middle
Eastern economies, particularly Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates, where millions of Pakistani
migrant workers are employed. Analysts warn that
prolonged economic disruption in Gulf economies
caused by the Iran war could eventually weaken labor
demand and slow remittance flows to Pakistan.

Over the longer term, Pakistan’s economic structure
has shifted toward greater dependence on
remittances. Remittances accounted for about 1.1
percent of gross domestic product (GDP) in 2000 but
have risen to roughly 9.3 percent of GDP, while the
share of goods exports has declined from 9.1 percent
to around 7.9 percent. While these inflows have helped
sustain foreign exchange reserves and finance
persistent trade deficits, analysts warn that any
prolonged disruption—combined with higher energy
costs and structural export weaknesses—could
undermine Pakistan’s macroeconomic stability. [Arab
News 2]

Pakistan: Government stabilizes fuel
markets as supply outlook tightens under
Middle East conflict


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-ak/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-au/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-au/

(Im) Pakistan has moved to stabilize domestic fuel
markets while preparing for broader economic risks as
the Middle East conflict—triggered by United States
and Israeli strikes on Iran on February 28—continues
to disrupt global oil supply and shipping through the
Strait of Hormuz.

On March 16, the government clarified the baseline
supply situation and initiated market intervention
measures in parallel. The finance ministry stated that
Pakistan has fuel coverage until mid-April, with efforts
underway to extend supply to the end of April,
indicating that supplies remain stable but time-bound
under current cargo planning. [Arab News 1]

On the same day, Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif
directed petroleum distribution companies to sell fuel
at government-set prices and warned against
hoarding, signaling a shift from supply monitoring to
active market stabilization aimed at preventing panic
buying and price distortions. The prime minister earlier
also decided not to introduce further fuel price
increases for the time being, citing the need to shield
households from additional economic pressure. [Arab
News 2] [Arab News 3]

These latest developments come in the wake of a
broader austerity and demand-management strategy,
including a four-day working week, expanded remote
work in the public sector, reduced fuel allocations for
government vehicles, and temporary school closures
to limit transport demand. Authorities have also
mandated third-party audits to ensure
implementation. At the same time, the government
has opted not to introduce further fuel price increases
following an earlier adjustment of approximately PKR
55 (USD 0.19) per liter in early March. [Arab News 4]

The response reflects Pakistan’s structural vulnerability
to external energy shocks. As a net oil importer, the
country remains highly sensitive to global price
increases; estimates indicate that a USD 5 rise in crude
prices increases the annual import bill by around USD
800 million. Around 80 percent of crude oil imports
transit through the Strait of Hormuz, making Pakistan
particularly exposed to disruptions in the waterway.

For the time being, operationally, energy flows remain
constrained but not fully disrupted. A Pakistani oil
tanker has successfully transited toward Karachi
despite heightened security risks, indicating that select
shipments continue under elevated risk conditions,
including war-risk premiums and potential targeting
threats. In response, Pakistan has initiated naval escort
operations to secure key maritime routes linking
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Karachi with the Gulf and Red Sea. [Arab News 5] [Arab
News 6]

At the same time, economic spillover risks are
intensifying. The Federation of Pakistan Chambers of
Commerce and Industry (FPCCl)—the country’s main
business association—has warned that rising freight
costs, war-risk surcharges, and longer transit times
could disrupt supply chains and lead to a 10 to 20
percent decline in textile exports in the near term,
while increasing inflationary pressure and risking
renewed balance-of-payments stress. Industry
representatives have called for contingency planning,
including alternative fuel sourcing and trade
mechanisms. [Arab News 7]

Officials also point to longer-term structural
adjustments in the energy sector that may partially
mitigate external shocks. About 74 percent of
electricity generation now comes from domestic
sources, with a target of more than 96 percent by
2034. However, reliance on imported fuels—
particularly oil and liquefied natural gas—continues to
expose the economy to prolonged disruption,
especially for transport and peak electricity demand.
[Arab News 8]

Pakistan: Government deploys additional
forces to Balochistan after deadly attack

(Im) Pakistan has announced the deployment of
around 3,000 Federal Constabulary personnel to
Balochistan, the country’s largest and most resource-
rich but least developed province, following a deadly
attack on security forces amid a worsening insurgency.

The decision was confirmed by the Interior Ministry
after a security meeting chaired by Interior Minister
Mohsin Naqgvi and the provincial government. The
deployment will take place in phases and is intended
to strengthen law enforcement capacity and stabilize
the security situation in a province that has faced a
long-running insurgency by Baloch separatist groups,
as well as the presence of militant organizations such
as the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)—a Pakistani
militant group distinct from the Afghan Taliban.

The move follows a roadside blast near Dukki in
Balochistan on March 16, which killed five members of
the Frontier Corps, a federal paramilitary force, and
injured one. The attack targeted a convoy returning
from an anti-narcotics operation. No group
immediately claimed responsibility, but similar attacks
in the region have been attributed to separatist
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militants or Islamist armed groups. [Arab News 1]
[Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Authorities plan major security
overhaul by reducing Islamabad entry
points

(Im) Pakistan’s government has announced plans to
reduce the number of entry points into Islamabad
from 109 to 25 as part of a broader security overhaul
aimed at strengthening surveillance and law
enforcement in the federal capital.

The decision follows a series of security incidents,
including a suicide bombing at a mosque in Islamabad
in February that killed at least 32 people and injured
more than 100, as well as another suicide attack
outside a court in November 2025 that killed 12
people. Authorities have also faced recent unrest
linked to protests following the reported killing of
Iran’s Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, during which
demonstrators clashed with police after entering
Islamabad’s Red Zone—a high-security district that
houses major government institutions, parliament, and
foreign embassies. [Arab News]

Seychelles: Defense forces reestablish
permanent presence on Assumption
Island

(Im) The Seychelles Defence Forces (SDF) have
reestablished a permanent presence on Assumption
Island, deploying a detachment to operate a Coast
Guard station in the southwest of the archipelago. The
outpost provides a forward operating platform to
support surveillance and response operations across
the southwestern exclusive economic zone and
complements an existing military presence on Aldabra
Atoll, a remote island group in the southwest of
Seychelles. [Seychelles, State House]

Sri Lanka: Government expands fuel
rationing and energy measures as Middle
East conflict raises supply risks

(Im) Sri Lanka has intensified its response to the
ongoing Middle East conflict—triggered by United
States and Israeli strikes on Iran—by introducing
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nationwide fuel rationing, energy conservation
measures, and supply diversification efforts to mitigate
risks to fuel availability, electricity generation, and
broader economic stability. Sri Lanka currently holds
foreign reserves of approximately USD 7.2 billion,
meaning any future crisis would likely result from
supply disruptions rather than foreign currency
shortages, the factor that contributed to the country’s
severe economic crisis in 2022.

At the center of a broader demand-reduction strategy
is @ QR-code-based rationing mechanism that came
into effect on March 15. The system requires vehicle
owners to present a registered QR code linked to their
vehicle in order to purchase fuel, with weekly quotas
set by vehicle category. Authorities indicated that the
system will remain in place indefinitely, with quotas
adjustable depending on supply conditions. Special
arrangements have been introduced to ensure fuel
access for essential sectors, including public transport,
supply chains, and production activities. [Daily Mirror
1] [Daily Mirror 2] [Daily Mirror 3]

State-owned and private fuel distributors have stated
that fuel supplies remain stable, and the system was
implemented following early signs of stockpiling and
queuing behavior at filling stations. However, some
professional groups, including the country’s main
doctors’ union, have raised concerns that current
quotas—such as 15 liters per week for cars—may be
insufficient for essential service providers. [Daily Mirror
4] [Daily Mirror 5] [Daily Mirror 6]

On March 16, a shipment of approximately 35,000
metric tons of fuel arrived in Colombo, with
distribution initiated immediately to meet demand
from filling stations and public transport operators.
Authorities confirmed that previously ordered
shipments continue to arrive as scheduled. [Daily
Mirror 7]

Nevertheless, officials warned that global
developments could affect the country's energy
outlook. President Anura Kumara Dissanayake stated
that Sri Lanka can reliably guarantee uninterrupted
energy supply for only about two months under
current conditions if global disruptions persist. Sri
Lanka typically maintains roughly one month of fuel
reserves, including about 33 days of diesel and 27 days
of petrol, while monthly consumption of key petroleum
products often exceeds 50,000 tons. [Daily Mirror 8]

To mitigate these risks, the government has begun
exploring alternative supply channels. Sri Lanka has
initiated government-to-government discussions with
India and China regarding potential fuel supplies, while
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India has indicated a positive response should
emergency support become necessary. Authorities
have also held discussions with Russia regarding the
possibility of purchasing fuel from Russian shipments
operating in the region. [Daily Mirror 9] [Daily Mirror
10] [Daily Mirror 11]

The government has nonetheless sought to reassure
the public that no power cuts are currently planned.
Officials from the Ministry of Power and Energy said
adequate supplies of diesel and furnace oil are being
provided for thermal generation, while hydropower
and solar energy are also contributing to the national
grid. However, they acknowledged that hydropower
output could be affected later depending on rainfall
conditions in reservoir catchment areas. [Daily Mirror
12]

At the same time, the government has begun shifting
liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) imports toward the
United States to reduce dependence on Middle Eastern
supply routes. A shipment of approximately 22,000
tons remains anchored in Maldivian waters due to
limited domestic storage capacity, with an additional
33,000-tonne shipment expected. [Daily Mirror 13]

The conflict is also affecting coal supply chains critical
for electricity generation. Coal shipments required for
power generation at the Lakvijaya Power Station in
Norochcholai, the country's largest coal-fired power
plant with an installed capacity of about 900
megawatts, have been delayed due to disruptions to
global maritime transport. Some shipments previously
delivered have also been criticized for lower calorific
value, raising concerns about reduced power
generation efficiency. Authorities say the plant
continues to operate and that the current coal supply
is sufficient for ongoing electricity generation, although
officials acknowledge that lower-quality coal slightly
reduces output. [Daily Mirror 14] [Daily Mirror 15]
[Daily Mirror 16]

Sri Lanka: New developments in Easter
Sunday investigation amid competing
claims and renewed scrutiny

(Im) Debate over the investigation into Sri Lanka's 2019
Easter Sunday terrorist attacks, which targeted
churches and hotels and killed more than 250 people,
once again intensified after political figures and legal
representatives called for a credible and impartial
inquiry while disputing allegations involving former
intelligence officials.
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Namal Rajapaksa, a member of parliamentand a
member of the Rajapaksa political family that
dominated Sri Lankan politics for more than a decade,
called for the investigation into the attacks to proceed
in a transparent and unbiased manner. He argued that
those responsible for the attacks must be identified
and prosecuted while warning against investigations
influenced by political rivalry or geopolitical
considerations. [Daily Mirror 1]

The comments follow the arrest of Suresh Sallay in
February as part of renewed investigations into the
attacks. Sallay is a senior military intelligence officer
who served in a range of intelligence and diplomatic
positions before being appointed director of the State
Intelligence Service (SIS)—Sri Lanka's domestic
intelligence agency—in late 2019 under Gotabaya
Rajapaksa, the uncle of Namal Rajapaksa and a central
figure in the Rajapaksa political family. His later
appointment under the Rajapaksa administration has
made the case politically sensitive, as any findings
related to intelligence failures or potential involvement
could have implications for the security apparatus
during that period.

Investigators are examining allegations that Sallay may
have played a role in facilitating or failing to prevent
the attacks. Sallay’s legal representatives reject these
claims, maintaining that he was not serving as head of
the SIS at the time and was outside Sri Lanka for parts
of the relevant period, including undergoing senior
military training in India during much of 2019, and that
his appointment occurred only after the bombings.
[Daily Mirror 2]

In parallel, a separate opposition figure—Udaya
Gammanpila, a former member of parliament known
for his role in nationalist and opposition politics—has
announced plans to publicly disclose what he claims to
be the “true mastermind” behind the attacks on March
31. He stated that the findings are based on an
independent investigation conducted over
approximately 18 months and will be presented
alongside an investigative publication. [Daily Mirror 3]

Sri Lanka: Supreme Court reserves
judgment in appeal of corruption
convictions in ‘carrom board’
procurement case

(Im) The Supreme Court of Sri Lanka reserved
judgment in appeals filed by former Sports Minister
Mahindananda Aluthgamage and former Lanka
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Sathosa Chairman Nalin Fernando challenging their
convictions in the so-called “carrom board” corruption
case. The case concerns the alleged misuse of public
funds in the procurement and distribution of sports
equipment ahead of the 2015 presidential election.

In May 2025, the Colombo High Court Permanent Trial-
at-Bar—a special panel established to hear major
corruption cases—sentenced Aluthgamage to 20 years
of rigorous imprisonment and Fernando to 25 years
after finding them guilty of causing a financial loss
exceeding LKR 53 million (USD 180,200) to the state.
[Daily Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Anti-corruption commission
completes investigation in compensation
case involving ex-minister

(Im) The Commission to Investigate Allegations of
Bribery or Corruption (CIABOC) informed a
magistrate’s court in Colombo that investigations have
been completed in a case involving former minister
Shashindra Rajapaksa and two other individuals over
the alleged unlawful obtaining of compensation
totaling LKR 8.85 million (USD 30,090). Following the
update from the anti-corruption commission, the
Colombo Additional Magistrate scheduled the next
hearing in the case for July 10. [Daily Mirror]

Shashindra Rajapaksa is a member of the Rajapaksa
political family, which dominated Sri Lankan politics for
more than a decade and includes former President
Mahinda Rajapaksa and former President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa.

Sri Lanka: Government expands pool of
investigators to address misconduct
complaints in state institutions

(Im) Sri Lanka’s Ministry of Public Administration,
Provincial Councils and Local Government has created
a pool of 150 trained investigative officers to
strengthen the handling of misconduct complaints
across government institutions, responding to a
growing backlog of cases referred by state bodies and
parliamentary oversight committees.

The ministry's Investigation Unit currently operates
with about 20 officers, which officials say is insufficient
to process the large number of complaints received
from ministries, departments, state corporations, and
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statutory authorities. Many of these cases are referred
by institutions such as the Committee on Public
Accounts (COPA), which reviews government spending,
and the Committee on Public Enterprises (COPE),
which oversees state-owned enterprises. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: District judge appointed to High
Court

(Im) Sri Lanka has appointed S. Satheestharan as a
High Court judge. Satheestharan previously served as
District Judge of Chavakachcheri, a town in the Jaffna
District of Northern Province, and holds the rank of
Special Grade officer within Sri Lanka’s Judicial Service,
the body responsible for the appointment and
administration of lower court judges. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Parliament introduces harsher
maritime drug trafficking penalties as
authorities report major seizures and
arrests

(Im) Sri Lanka has strengthened its legal framework
against maritime narcotics trafficking while authorities
report large-scale arrests and seizures in ongoing anti-
drug operations across the country and surrounding
waters.

Parliament enacted the Poisons, Opium and
Dangerous Drugs (Amendment) Act No. 7 of 2026,
published in the government gazette on March 6,
introducing severe penalties—including life
imprisonment or the death penalty—for
manufacturing narcotics such as heroin, cocaine,
morphine, and opium on the high seas. The law applies
to offenses committed by Sri Lankan or foreign
nationals aboard vessels registered in Sri Lanka or on
stateless vessels operating without a national flag. The
amendment also allows authorities to confiscate
stateless vessels used in maritime drug trafficking.
[Daily Mirror 1]

The legislative changes coincide with recent
enforcement operations targeting narcotics trafficking.
Police reported that 120,752 suspects were arrested
between October 30, 2025, and March 12 during a
nationwide anti-drug campaign. Authorities said 2,229
suspects were placed under detention orders, while
1,816 individuals were referred for rehabilitation.
[Daily Mirror 2]
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Police statistics from the operation show 451,122 raids
related to methamphetamine (“ICE") trafficking,
resulting in the seizure of 1,926 kilograms and 400
grams of the drug. Authorities also recorded 39,956
heroin-related cases, with 931 kilograms and 610
grams seized, and 113 cocaine-related cases involving
14 kilograms and 705 grams. In addition, 980,381 drug
tablets were confiscated during the operation.

Maritime enforcement actions have also led to major
seizures. In one operation south of Dondra
(Devundara)—the southernmost point of Sri Lanka—
the Sri Lanka Navy, working with the Sri Lanka Coast
Guard and Sri Lanka Police, intercepted a multi-day
fishing vessel carrying nearly 123 kilograms of heroin.
Authorities estimated the street value of the drugs at
approximately LKR 3 billion (USD 10.2 million). [Daily.
Mirror 3]

Officials also reported that another multi-day fishing
vessel suspected of transporting narcotics was
intercepted off Beruwala, a coastal town on Sri Lanka’s
western seaboard, and was being escorted to shore for
inspection. The quantity of drugs involved had not yet
been confirmed. [Daily Mirror 4]

Sri Lanka: Supreme Court dismisses
fundamental rights petition over alleged
police inaction in witness intimidation
case

(Im) The Supreme Court of Sri Lanka dismissed a
fundamental rights petition alleging that police
authorities had failed to properly investigate
complaints relating to threats and intimidation
connected to a criminal case involving a retired military
officer and several other defendants accused of
obstructing justice by influencing witnesses and court
officials.

The petitioner argued that police inaction regarding
complaints of threats and harassment—including
reports of a threatening phone call and online
harassment—violated constitutional protections under
Article 12(1), which guarantees equality before the law,
and Article 14(1)(g), which protects the freedom to
engage in a lawful profession. The court ruled that the
evidence presented did not demonstrate that the
actions of the authorities amounted to unequal
treatment or an unjustified restriction of those
constitutional rights.
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In its judgment, the court also noted that the reported
security concerns had been examined by relevant
institutions, including the Office on Missing Persons—
an independent body mandated to investigate
enforced disappearances linked to Sri Lanka'’s civil
conflict—together with law enforcement agencies and
the National Authority for the Protection of Victims of
Crime and Witnesses. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: IMF mission to review fifth
tranche of economic reform program

(Im) A mission from the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) is expected to visit Sri Lanka later in March to
conduct the sixth review of the country's economic
reform program under the Extended Fund Facility
(EFF). The program, approved in March 2023, provides
about USD 3 billion over four years to support Sri
Lanka's recovery from its 2022 sovereign debt and
balance-of-payments crisis.

Sri Lanka has already received five disbursements
totaling roughly USD 1.7 billion, with each review-
linked tranche amounting to about USD 330-350
million. The upcoming mission will evaluate the
country’s macroeconomic performance and reform
implementation before deciding on the release of the
sixth tranche of IMF funding. [Daily Mirror 1]

In related updates, governance reforms linked to the
IMF program have again become a subject of political
debate. An opposition member of parliament recently
called for the introduction of a new public
procurement law, arguing that weaknesses in the
current system continue to create risks of corruption
and weak oversight in government contracting.

The opposition has also criticized the government over
the enforcement of anti-corruption measures and the
implementation of certain commitments linked to the
reform program and the country’'s ongoing external
debt restructuring process. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Electricity unions suspend
strike after government concessions
during power sector restructuring

(Im) Electricity trade unions in Sri Lanka suspended a
strike launched after the restructuring of the state-
owned Ceylon Electricity Board (CEB), following
negotiations with the government over employment
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conditions in the newly established power sector
companies. [Daily Mirror 1]

The industrial action involved 25 unions and was
triggered by concerns over employment terms after
the dissolution of the CEB and the transfer of its
functions to four successor entities. The restructuring
took effect on March 9 under reforms introduced
through the Sri Lanka Electricity Act No. 36 of 2024.

During negotiations, the Minister of Power and Energy
agreed to several union demands, including the
continuation of existing allowances, payment of a cost-
of-living allowance, and the continuation of annual
bonuses until a new performance-based system is
introduced. The minister also agreed to discuss
proposed salary increases with the president. [Daily
Mirror 2]

Separately, President Anura Kumara Dissanayake held
discussions with CEB trade union representatives,
assuring them that the restructuring process would
preserve existing employee rights and protections
even as the utility is reorganized under a new
corporate structure. Union representatives raised
concerns about the issuance of appointment letters for
employees in the new companies and the need for a
collective agreement governing employment
conditions, which the government said has already
been drafted and is expected to be submitted to the
Cabinet for approval. [Daily Mirror 3]

Earlier, authorities warned electricity workers involved
in maintaining the national transmission system to
return to duty immediately, noting that electricity
supply has been designated an essential service and
that failure to report to work could lead to disciplinary
action. [Daily Mirror 4]
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Brunei: Government presents budget for
FY2026/27 focused on fiscal stability,
economic transformation

(dqgl) The government has presented the Supply Bill
2026/2027 and the Development Budget during the
new Legislative Council session that began on March
12, outlining a national budget of BND 6.3 billion
(USD4.7 billion) aimed at advancing the long-term
goals of Wawasan Brunei 2035, the country’s national
development strategy of Brunei aimed at transforming
the country into a highly developed and diversified
economy by the year 2035.

The fiscal plan launches a new five-year policy phase
(2026/27-2030/31), prioritizing stronger fiscal
governance, economic transformation through
innovation, and sustainable social development.
Authorities emphasized the need for cautious fiscal
management amid global economic uncertainty,
geopolitical tensions in the Middle East, evolving trade
dynamics, moderate global growth, and climate-
related challenges.

The largest budget components include BND 2.31
billion (USD1.73 billion), or 36.7 percent, for public-
sector salaries and benefits and BND 2.45 billion
(USD1.83 billion), or 38.3 percent, for recurring
operating expenditures of ministries and government
departments. A further BND 480 million (USD358
million) will fund projects under the 12th National
Development Plan, part of a broader BND 4 billion
(USD2.98 billion) development framework.

Officials reported that 78 development projects are
currently under implementation, with additional
initiatives in tender, design, and planning stages, while
completed projects span sectors such as education,
housing, environmental sustainability, food security,
and tourism. [Government, Brunei] [Borneo Bulletin]
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Cambodia: Public debt rises to USD 13.05
billion in 2025

(dgl) Cambodia's public debt reached USD 13.05 billion
at the end of 2025, an increase of 8.47 percent from
2024, according to recently released government data.
The total represented about 18.3 percent of the
country’s GDP. External borrowing accounted for 98
percent of the total, while domestic debt made up
around 2 percent.

In 2025, the government signed USD 1.22 billion in new
concessional loans with development partners —
around 45 percent of the borrowing ceiling permitted
by law. The value of newly signed loans declined by
roughly 31 percent compared with 2024. Authorities
said the loans remained highly concessional, with an
average grant element of about 39.3 percent.

During the year, Cambodia repaid approximately USD
678.3 million in debt obligations.

Deputy Prime Minister and Finance Minister Aun
Pornmoniroth said the borrowing was directed toward
public investment projects in priority sectors aimed at
supporting long-term economic growth and improving
productivity. [Cambodianess] [Kiripost]

Cambodia: Government probes petrol
station closures amid suspected fuel
hoarding

(dqgl) The commerce ministry has launched an
investigation after nearly 2,000 petrol stations across
the country reportedly suspended fuel sales, raising
concerns that some operators may be withholding
supplies to benefit from surging global oil prices.
Commerce Minister Cham Nimul warned that stations
found deliberately refusing to sell fuel despite having
stocks could face fines, license suspension or
permanent closure.

Speaking at a policy seminar in the parliament on
March 12, Nimul announced authorities would inspect
outlets nationwide to determine whether the closures
reflect genuine shortages or attempts to profit from
rising prices.

Cambodia has more than 6,300 petrol stations, and the
reported suspension of sales by about 2,000 outlets
has raised fears of artificial supply disruptions.
Domestic fuel prices have already increased, with
regular gasoline rising to about KHR 5,200 (USD 1.27)
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per liter and diesel to around KHR 6,050 (USD 1.48) per
liter between March 11 and 13.

The surge follows volatility in global oil markets linked
to escalating tensions between the United States,
Israel and Iran, which have threatened shipping
through the strategically important Strait of Hormuz—
a route that carries roughly one-fifth of the world's
traded oil. [Cambodianess]

In response to the global supply shock, the
International Energy Agency announced the release of
400 million barrels of oil from strategic reserves in an
effort to stabilize markets.

Cambodia: Two new cargo ports to be
established to boost logistics capacity

(dgl) Cambodia will establish two additional ports with
a combined capacity of up to 5 million tons of cargo
per year. The projects, implemented under sub-
decrees issued on March 13 by Prime Minister Hun
Manet, include the Kampong Chhnang Multipurpose
Port and Logistic Center in Kampong Chhnang Province
and the Kampot Logistic Port in Kampot Province.

The Kampong Chhnang facility, located along the Tonle
Sap River in Kampong Leng district, is designed to
handle up to 2 million tons of cargo annually and is
expected to facilitate the transport and export of
agricultural products from surrounding provinces to
domestic and international markets via waterways. The
Kampot port, situated on the coast of the Gulf of
Thailand, will have a capacity of 3 million tons per year.

Both ports will accommodate international vessels and
support cargo handling activities such as entry, exit,
transshipment and the loading and unloading of
containerized and bulk goods.

The new projects add to existing port infrastructure in
Kampot, which already hosts a tourism port opened in
2025 and a USD 1.5 billion deep-water port project
launched in 2024. [Cambodianess]

Cambodia: Factory heat incidents spur
calls for stricter safety enforcement

(dgl) A series of mass fainting incidents among factory
workers has intensified scrutiny of workplace
conditions in Cambodia, as unions warn that rising
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temperatures and weak enforcement of safety rules
are putting workers at risk.

At least 73 employees collapsed at a handbag factory
in Kandal province since early March, with
investigators citing poor ventilation, inadequate
cooling, and direct heat exposure as key factors.
Authorities introduced temporary mitigation measures
and ordered upgrades, while maintaining that at least
one recent worker death was unrelated to heat.

The Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training has
issued guidance to improve airflow and reduce indoor
temperatures, but labor groups argue compliance
remains inconsistent due to limited inspections. Union
leaders are calling for more frequent and
unannounced checks, alongside stricter enforcement
to ensure factories install proper cooling systems,
provide drinking water, and allow adequate breaks.

They also highlight broader vulnerabilities, including
workers' poor nutrition and financial constraints, which
may exacerbate susceptibility to heat stress in already
harsh conditions. [Cambodianess]

Cambodia: Government approves draft
law imposing tough penalties on
cyberscam operators

(dgl) The government has approved a draft law
introducing severe penalties for individuals involved in
online scam operations, as part of a broader
crackdown on cyber-fraud networks. The bill, endorsed
during a cabinet meeting chaired by Prime Minister
Hun Manet, will be submitted to parliament, where it is
expected to pass given the dominance of the ruling

party.

The legislation is intended to dismantle transnational
cyberscam networks operating from Cambodian
territory. Under the proposed law, ringleaders of scam
centers could face five to ten years in prison and fines
of up to KHR 1 billion (USD 246,000). Sentences would
increase to 10-20 years and fines of up to KHR 2 billion
if operations involve violence, human trafficking,
forced labor or confinement. In cases where scam
activities result in deaths, perpetrators could face 15-
30 years in prison or life imprisonment. Lower-level
participants in organized scams targeting large
numbers of victims could also receive five to ten years
in prison and similar fines.

The move comes amid growing scrutiny of Cambodia’s
role in a regional cyber-fraud industry that


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-gj/

investigators say generates billions of dollars annually
and often relies on trafficked or coerced workers.
[Cambodianess]

Indonesia: Former religious affairs
minister detained in 2024 haj quota graft
case

(ms) Indonesia’s Corruption Eradication Commission,

or KPK, has detained former religious affairs minister

Yaqut Cholil Qoumas after a court rejected his pretrial
motion challenging his suspect status in a corruption

case tied to the 2024 haj quota.

The KPK named Yaqut and his former special staffer,
Ishfah Abidal Aziz, as suspects in January 2026.
Investigators accuse them of enriching themselves and
other parties through the alleged mismanagement of
additional haj quota slots for the 2024 pilgrimage
season.

The antigraft body opened the investigation in August
2025, saying it was examining irregularities in the
determination of quotas and the organization of the
2023 and 2024 haj pilgrimage. At the time,
investigators estimated potential state losses at more
than IDR 1 trillion, or about USD 57 million.

Yaqut challenged his suspect designation through a
pretrial motion, but the South Jakarta District Court
rejected it on March 11, 2026. The next day, KPK
investigators questioned him at the commission’s
headquarters in Jakarta and later placed him in
detention.

KPK officials said they moved to arrest Yaqut only after
completing the evidentiary record and maintained that
the investigation had been conducted lawfully. The
court’s rejection of the pretrial challenge strengthened
the commission’s position as the case moved into a
more aggressive phase.

As he was taken to a detention vehicle, Yaqut denied
receiving money from the alleged scheme and said the
policies in question had been implemented for the
safety of haj pilgrims. Images from the scene showed
him leaving KPK headquarters in an orange detainee
vest and handcuffs.

The scale of the alleged losses was later revised
downward but remained substantial. The State Audit
Board reported losses of IDR 622 billion, equivalent to
roughly USD 35 million, keeping the case among the
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country’s most significant corruption investigations this
year. [Antara] [The Jakarta Post]

Indonesia: Ex-communications officials
jailed over graft in state data center
project

(ms) An Indonesian court has jailed two former senior
communications ministry officials after finding they
rigged contracts for a temporary national data center
project, a case that has drawn wider attention because
the facilities later became central to one of the
country’s most disruptive cyberattacks.

The Jakarta Corruption Court sentenced former
informatics applications director general Semuel
Abrijani Pangerapan to six years in prison and former
informatics application services director Bambang Dwi
Anggono to nine years. Both were also fined IDR 500
million (USD 29,644). The court ordered Semuel and
Bambang to pay restitution of IDR 6.5 billion (USD
384,000) and IDR 1.5 billion (USD 88,700), respectively.

Judges said the tender process for the temporary
national data center project was manipulated so that
PT Aplikanusa Lintasarta could win contracts despite
not meeting the international safety standards
originally required. A state audit accepted by the court
put losses at IDR 140.8 billion (USD 8.3 million). Three
other defendants, including a former procurement
officer and two private-sector figures, were also
convicted.

The case carries unusual weight because the project
was part of Indonesia’s push to consolidate
government data and digitize public services in a
country of more than 270 million people. That made
the integrity of the procurement process more than a
budget issue: it affected the reliability and security of
infrastructure meant to support core state functions.

Its significance deepened after the temporary data
centers were hit by a ransomware attack in June 2024
that disrupted services at more than 400 government
agencies, including immigration. The attack raised
broader questions about whether weak governance,
poor technical oversight and compromised
procurement had left critical systems more exposed.
[The Jakarta Post] [The Strait Times]
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Indonesia: State policies continue to drive
religious freedom abuses, according to
report

(ms) Violations of religious freedom remained
widespread in Indonesia in 2025, with rights watchdog
Setara Institute arguing that discriminatory regulations
and selective law enforcement continue to make the
state a direct enabler of abuse.

In its annual report, Setara recorded 221 incidents of
religious freedom violations last year, including 128
involving state actors. Local governments accounted
for the largest share, followed by police, with smaller
numbers linked to the military, prosecutors, public-
order officers and the Religious Affairs Ministry.

The findings suggest that the problem in Indonesia is
not limited to mob attacks or isolated sectarian
tensions. Instead, the report argues that local permit
rules, weak official protection and uneven law
enforcement often leave religious minorities exposed.
Christians, Catholics and Ahmadiyah followers were
among the groups most frequently affected.

One of the most widely condemned cases took place in
July 2025 in Padang, West Sumatra, when a mob
attacked a Christian prayer house during a Sunday
school session. Around 30 children were reportedly
inside, and two children, aged 8 and 11, were injured.
The case became a symbol of what critics say is a
broader pattern in which authorities fail to stop
intimidation or protect minority worshippers.

The issue carries particular weight because Indonesia
officially guarantees freedom of religion and has long
promoted itself as a pluralist democracy. But Setara’s
report suggests that national commitments to
tolerance continue to clash with local restrictions and
weak enforcement on the ground, leaving minority
communities vulnerable despite constitutional
protections. [The Jakarta Post]

Indonesia: Acid attack on rights activist
raises alarm over shrinking civic space

(ms) Human rights activist Andrie Yunus of Kontras
suffered severe burns after unidentified assailants
threw acid at him in central Jakarta late on March 12, in
an attack that has intensified concern over intimidation
of government critics in Indonesia.
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Andrie, a prominent campaigner against militarization
and impunity, was attacked while riding his motorcycle
shortly after recording a discussion on “remilitarization
and judicial review in Indonesia” at the office of the
Indonesian Legal Aid Foundation, or YLBHI. Medical
examinations found burns covering 24 percent of his
body, including injuries to his eyes, face, chest and
hands, and he underwent eye surgery.

Police said they were reviewing CCTV footage and
other evidence, while rights groups, Komnas HAM and
senior officials said the assault appeared likely to have
been planned. Kontras and allied organizations said
Andrie had also received repeated calls from unknown
numbers in the days before the attack and may have
been followed.

The case has drawn wider attention because Andrie is
associated with one of Indonesia’s best-known rights
groups and has consistently criticized what activists
describe as a renewed expansion of military influence
in public life under President Prabowo Subianto, a
former general. The attack comes amid growing
debate over troop mobilization, military restructuring
and the revival of institutions linked to the armed
forces' former domestic political role.

That timing has made the assault politically charged
even before investigators identify a motive. Rights
groups say the use of acid, the surveillance-like pattern
before the attack and the choice of target fit a broader
climate of pressure on activists, lawyers and other
democratic watchdogs. [Jakarta Globe] [Tempo] [The
Jakarta Post]

Indonesia: Prabowo sets ambitious USD 50
billion annual target for state wealth fund

(ms) President Prabowo Subianto has set a target for
Indonesia’s sovereign wealth fund Danantara to
contribute at least USD 50 billion a year to the state, a
goal that highlights both the scale of his economic
ambitions and the growing importance of the new
vehicle in Indonesia’s political economy.

Speaking at an event marking Danantara’s first
anniversary, Prabowo said the target was based on a 5
percent return on assets. At that level, he said,
Danantara should be able to contribute about IDR 800
trillion (USD 50 billion) a year, with the longer-term aim
of lifting returns to 10 percent to 15 percent.

The target is significant because Danantara is not
simply another state fund. It was created to
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consolidate a vast network of state-owned companies
and other public assets under a single structure, giving
it influence over investment, industrial policy and the
management of strategic sectors.

Prabowo has presented early results as proof that the
approach is working, saying Danantara’s return on
assets rose by more than 300 percent in its first year.
But that claim has been met with skepticism, in part
because such gains may reflect the effects of
consolidation and a low starting base rather than a
deeper improvement in underlying business
performance. For critics, the question is whether the
headline numbers represent genuine operational gains
or simply the financial optics of restructuring.

That matters because the contribution target is
extremely ambitious relative to Indonesia’s existing
state-enterprise earnings. Even with stronger
coordination, the gap between current dividend
generation and the level implied by a USD 50 billion
annual contribution suggests Danantara would need to
unlock far more value from subsidiaries, new projects
or asset revaluation than state firms have historically
delivered.

The concerns extend beyond financial realism. By
pulling a large share of state assets into a structure
closely aligned with the presidency, Danantara
concentrates economic decision-making in a way that
has raised fears about elite capture, conflicts of
interest and weaker institutional checks.

Governance has become a central issue for the same
reason. Critics have questioned whether Danantara'’s
leadership structure draws too heavily from active
government officials and politically connected figures,
potentially blurring the boundary between regulator,
operator and supervisor. That overlap may weaken
accountability and make it harder for investors and the
public to judge whether decisions are being made on
commercial grounds or political ones.

There are also broader macroeconomic concerns. As
Danantara expands into large strategic projects, it
could absorb substantial domestic financing and crowd
out private investment, especially if banks and state
institutions are steered toward its priorities.

The debate is sharpened by the kinds of projects
Danantara has started backing. These range from
mineral downstream processing and renewable energy
to airline, haj and overseas property-related ventures,
reflecting an expansive mandate that goes well beyond
passive asset management. Supporters see that as
evidence of a developmental state acting more



decisively. Critics see a risk that Danantara becomes an
opaque super-holding whose strategic reach outpaces
the mechanisms meant to oversee it. [Antara] [Asia
Times]

Indonesia: Government orders coal and
palm oil producers to prioritize domestic

supply

(jn) Indonesian President Prabowo Subianto has
instructed producers and distributors of coal, crude
palm oil and their derivatives to prioritize domestic
demand before exporting. The directive was delivered
during a plenary cabinet meeting at the State Palace in
Jakarta on March 13.

Prabowo said the government aims to ensure that
Indonesia’s natural resources primarily benefit the
domestic economy. He emphasized that coal and palm
oil production must first meet national needs before
any surplus can be exported. [Business Today]

Energy and Mineral Resources Minister Bahlil
Lahadalia said the government will enforce the
Domestic Market Obligation (DMO) policy to regulate
commodity outflows. Authorities warned that
companies failing to fulfill domestic supply
requirements could face the suspension of export
permits.

According to the minister, the government is preparing
a ministerial regulation to formalize the requirement
that coal production be allocated first to domestic
consumption, with exports allowed only after national
demand has been satisfied. [Antara]

Indonesia: High-speed rail expansion put
on hold until debt issue is resolved

(ms) Indonesia has put plans to extend its Whoosh
high-speed rail line on hold until the government
resolves the debt burden of operator PT KCIC,
underlining the financial pressures behind one of the
country’s flagship infrastructure projects.

Infrastructure minister Agus Harimurti Yudhoyono said
expansion of the Jakarta-Bandung line toward East Java
would depend first on restructuring KCIC's debt,
including obligations to the China Development Bank.
Finance Minister Purbaya Yudhi Sadewa later said the
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government had finalized a settlement plan, with
details to be announced by senior officials.

The delay is significant because Whoosh, Southeast
Asia's first high-speed railway, has been promoted as a
symbol of Indonesia’s modernization drive and of its
infrastructure partnership with China. President
Prabowo Subianto has backed an eventual extension
across Java, but the government is now signaling that
expansion will wait until the original project's finances
are stabilized. [Antara 1] [Antara 2]

Indonesia: Government launches plan to
build 100 gigawatts of solar power
capacity

(jn) President Prabowo Subianto has instructed the
development of up to 100 gigawatts of solar power
capacity as part of Indonesia’s national electrification
and renewable energy strategy. The directive was
announced during government meetings in Jakarta in
March as part of efforts to accelerate the country's
energy transition and strengthen energy security.

Prabowo said the solar expansion is intended to
reduce dependence on fossil fuels while increasing
electricity access across the country. The government
has tasked a renewable energy task force with
accelerating the program and identifying suitable land
areas for large-scale solar installations.

Energy and Mineral Resources Minister Bahlil
Lahadalia said the solar projects will also support the
gradual phase-out of diesel-powered electricity
generators. Authorities plan to shut down diesel plants
once new solar facilities begin commercial operations,
particularly in rural areas where electricity access
remains limited.

The solar rollout forms part of a broader strategy to
diversify Indonesia’s energy sources, which also
includes expanding geothermal development and
promoting biofuel production from agricultural
commodities such as palm oil, cassava and sugarcane.
[Polri] [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Military high-alert order draws
scrutiny over legality and timing

(ms) The Indonesian military has drawn scrutiny after
placing troops on “Siaga 1,” its highest alert level, in a
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move that raised questions over both the legal basis of
the order and the reasons for issuing it at a time of
escalating war in the Middle East.

The directive was issued in a March 1 telegram from
the armed forces headquarters, ordering units
nationwide to raise operational readiness, increase
patrols around strategic sites such as airports,
seaports and transport hubs, and intensify air
surveillance. Public attention sharpened only days
later, when videos of troops and tactical vehicles
gathering near Jakarta's National Monument circulated
online, prompting concern over the scale and purpose
of the mobilization.

Military commander Gen. Agus Subiyanto later said the
alert was part of a routine readiness exercise, focused
mainly on rapid-response forces assigned to natural
disasters and on support for police security operations
ahead of the Eid holiday travel period. He also
described the troop movements in Jakarta as a
mobility drill meant to test how quickly forces could
reach key points in the capital during an emergency.

That explanation has not ended the controversy
because the order was issued just after the United
States and Israel launched strikes on Tehran, making
the timing difficult to separate from the wider regional
conflict. The military has denied that the alert reflected
an extraordinary security threat, but lawmakers have
said the absence of a prompt and clear public
explanation created confusion and invited speculation.

The issue is politically sensitive because Indonesia'’s
post-authoritarian reforms were built around the
principle of civilian supremacy over the armed forces.
Under that framework, the president is the supreme
commander, and the deployment of troops for military
or non-military operations is not meant to be treated
as a purely internal matter for the armed forces. Critics
therefore see the episode less as a technical readiness
question than as a test of whether the military is acting
within a clearly civilian-led chain of authority.

That concern has been reinforced by a separate
military restructuring that revived the post of chief of
staff for territorial affairs, a position abolished in 2001
as part of efforts to reduce the armed forces’ reach
into civilian life after the fall of Soeharto. The return of
the post has symbolic weight because the territorial
command structure was long associated with the
military’s former dual political and security role.

Taken together, the high-alert order and restructuring
have fed broader unease about the direction of civil-
military relations under President Prabowo Subianto,



himself a former general. The government and military
leadership have framed both moves as routine
preparedness and organizational management, but
critics argue that their timing, opacity and institutional
significance make them hard to view in isolation from
longer-running fears of a gradual military return to
domestic political influence. [Antara] [Asia News
Network] [The Jakarta Post 1] [The Jakarta Post 2]

Laos: Measures implemented to stabilize
fuel supply amid shortages triggered by
Iran war

(ms) Laos has launched a series of emergency
measures to stabilize fuel supply after the global oil
shock triggered by the Iran war led to widespread
shortages, long queues and the closure of more than
1,000 fuel stations nationwide.

The landlocked Southeast Asian country has been
among the hardest hit due to its heavy reliance on
imported fuel, with over 97 percent of supply coming
primarily from neighboring Thailand. When Thailand
briefly restricted exports following disruptions linked
to the conflict, supply chains in Laos were quickly
strained, exposing the country's limited energy buffer.

Government data showed that more than 40 percent
of fuel stations were forced to close, while others
rationed supplies as panic buying spread across major
cities including Vientiane. Motorists queued for hours,
with some workers reporting they could no longer
travel for their jobs due to lack of fuel.

In response, authorities ordered nationwide
inspections of fuel depots and retail stations to
investigate possible hoarding, distribution bottlenecks
and price manipulation. Operators found violating
regulations face fines, license suspensions or public
disclosure.

At the same time, the government has taken steps to
stabilize prices and supply. Import taxes on fuel have
been reduced, and funds are being allocated to
support fuel distribution and cushion the impact of
global price volatility. Officials have also introduced
temporary restrictions on fuel sales, including bans on
filling containers, to prevent stockpiling.

Beyond market interventions, Laos has implemented
broader demand-side measures. Government
ministries have been instructed to reduce in-person
meetings, introduce rotating work schedules and
promote remote work. Authorities are also
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accelerating a shift toward electric vehicles by cutting
registration fees and encouraging transport operators
to electrify their fleets.

As part of efforts to restore stability, authorities have
also emphasized that the shortages are largely linked
to distribution disruptions rather than an absolute lack
of fuel. Thailand has since granted Laos an exemption
to continue imports, easing immediate supply
concerns. Officials reported a modest price decline on
March 12, with diesel falling to around LAK 31,560
(USD 1.46) per liter, though prices remain elevated
compared to pre-crisis levels. Inspections are ongoing
nationwide to verify stock levels, review supply
contracts and ensure stations adhere to regulated
operating hours. Authorities have warned that
companies found hoarding or manipulating supply
could face fines, license suspensions or public
disclosure.

Despite assurances that reserves remain sufficient in
the short term, officials have urged the public to
conserve fuel as the crisis continues. The situation
highlights Laos' structural vulnerability to external
energy shocks and the cascading impact of geopolitical
conflicts on smaller, import-dependent economies.
[The Laotian Times 1] [The Laotian Times 2]

Laos: Bottled water prices rise, putting
pressure on low-income households

(ms) Bottled drinking water prices in Laos will increase
from March 18, as producers respond to rising
production and operating costs.

The Vientiane Capital Drinking Water Association
announced that the price of an 18-liter bottle will rise
from LAK 13,000 (USD 0.62) to LAK 15,000 (USD 0.71),
an increase of about 15 percent. The adjustment
applies across all districts of the capital and follows an
earlier price hike in 2023.

Producers said the increase reflects higher labor costs,
more expensive raw materials and rising energy prices.
The depreciation of the Lao kip has also pushed up the
cost of imported inputs. The decision was approved by
the association in mid-March as cost pressures
continued to build.

For households, the impact is significant. In urban
areas, many families rely on bottled water due to
limited access to safe tap supply, making it a basic
necessity rather than a discretionary expense. Even
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small price increases can strain budgets, particularly
for low-income households.

The adjustment adds to wider cost-of-living pressures,
as rising fuel and food prices continue to affect daily
expenses. With incomes remaining low and inflation
eroding purchasing power, households are likely to
face growing trade-offs in essential spending. [The
Laotian Times]

Laos: Global standard to boost export
competitiveness adopted

(ms) Laos has adopted GS1 international product
standards, a move aimed at improving export
competitiveness and integrating more deeply into
regional and global supply chains.

The system, used in more than 120 economies,
standardizes product identification through barcodes,
enabling traceability and more efficient logistics. Lao
Brewery Company became the first firm to receive an
official Lao barcode under the new framework.

The adoption addresses a long-standing structural gap.
For years, Lao products faced barriers in regional trade
not due to quality, but because they lacked
standardized identification required by retailers,
logistics firms and customs systems. This has been a
key constraint for small and medium-sized enterprises,
which dominate the country’'s economy and often
struggle to meet international requirements.

GS1 standards are widely used to track goods across
supply chains, allowing exporters to verify origin,
improve inventory management and comply with
international regulations. Globally, such standards are
increasingly essential as supply chains become more
digital and demand greater transparency and
traceability.

For Laos, the move comes at a critical time. As part of
the ASEAN Economic Community, the country is under
pressure to align with regional trade rules and
compete with more advanced economies. While
integration offers access to a large regional market, it
also exposes domestic firms to stricter standards and
competition.

By adopting GS1, Laos is laying the groundwork for
broader participation in regional value chains,
particularly in manufacturing, agriculture and
processed goods. The challenge now lies in
implementation—ensuring that smaller firms can
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adopt the system and that regulatory frameworks keep
pace.

Laos: Major corruption case in Southern
Province exposes misuse of public funds

(ms) Authorities in Laos have uncovered a major
corruption case in Attapeu, a southern province of the
country, involving 38 suspects and losses of more than
LAK 158 billion (USD 7.4 million).

The case involves the misuse of government money
originally intended for development projects and
disaster relief. Investigators found that funds were
diverted through fraudulent loans and unauthorized
withdrawals, implicating both local officials and private
individuals.

At least 12 suspects have already been prosecuted,
while 26 remain under investigation. Those implicated
include government officials and individuals involved in
managing or distributing public funds. Authorities have
also seized assets such as land and vehicles in an effort
to recover part of the losses.

The investigation began with a key suspect who fled to
Thailand before later surrendering, leading to a
broader probe that uncovered a wider network of
people involved.

Attapeu is one of Laos’ less developed provinces, and
the case has raised concerns about governance in rural
areas where monitoring mechanisms are often
weaker. Analysts say such environments can make it
easier for funds to be misused due to limited oversight
and transparency.

Authorities have submitted the case to prosecutors,
with further legal action expected. The case is seen as
a test of Laos' efforts to strengthen anti-corruption
enforcement and improve accountability at the local
level. [The Laotian Times]

Malaysia: Opposition leadership
uncertainty reflects shifting power within
coalition

(dgl) Opposition leader Hamzah Zainudin has signaled
he is willing to step down if he no longer commands
majority support among opposition MPs, underscoring
fluid dynamics within the bloc.
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The former deputy president of the Malaysian United
Indigenous Party (Parti Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia;
Bersatu), who was recently expelled, stressed that the
post depends on collective backing rather than any
single party. His comments follow suggestions by
Abdul Hadi Awang of the Malaysian Islamic Party (Parti
Islam Se-Malaysia, PAS) that a new candidate could be
nominated, with leadership of the Perikatan Nasional
(PN) coalition—of which PAS and Bersatu are the main
component party—indicating a preference for a PAS
lawmaker to assume the role.

His stance reflects a broader leadership impasse within
PN, where internal realignments are reshaping the
balance of power.

The coalition has agreed in principle that the
opposition leader should come from PAS, highlighting
the party’s rising influence with 43 MPs compared to
Bersatu's reduced and divided representation.
However, the delay in naming a successor, despite
Hamzah's marginalization, has raised concerns about
PN's cohesion and its readiness to present itself as a
credible alternative government.

The uncertainty is rooted in a prolonged internal crisis
within Bersatu under President Muhyiddin Yassin,
marked by factional infighting and expulsions.
Hamzah, once a central strategist, now operates
outside the coalition, with speculation he may
establish or join a new political platform—potentially
further fragmenting the opposition landscape. [New
Straits Times] [Fulcrum] [Free Malaysia Today]

Malaysia: Indian party denies joining
opposition coalition

(dqgl) The Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC)—
component party of the Barisan Nasional coalition
which is part of and supports the unity government led
by Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim—has rejected claims
that it has formally joined the opposition Perikatan
Nasional, stressing that no decision has yet been made
by its leadership.

Deputy president M Saravanan said the party's central
working committee has not ruled on the matter and
confirmed that no formal application was submitted—
only an enquiry following an earlier invitation from
coalition leader Muhyiddin Yassin. He also dismissed
reports of imminent talks with opposition
representatives.
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This follows claims by opposition secretary-general
Takiyuddin Hassan that the party’s admission had
already been approved. Party president SA
Vigneswaran had earlier indicated that internal
discussions were still ongoing. [Free Malaysia Today]

Malaysia: UMNO defends initiative to
encourage return of former members

(bo) United Malays National Organization (UMNO)
deputy president Mohamad Hasan defended the
party’s “Rumah Bangsa"” initiative, describing it as part
of an internal effort to rebuild unity and strengthen its
grassroots base after poor electoral performances in
recent years.

Responding to criticism from Abdul Hadi Awang,
president of the opposition Malaysian Islamic Party
(PAS), who reportedly dismissed the concept as
ineffective, Mohamad said such remarks were
inappropriate, particularly during the Muslim fasting
month of Ramadan. He added that UMNO was
currently undergoing a period of reflection following
past electoral setbacks and was working to rebuild its
internal cohesion.

Mohamad also said the party is preparing for potential
state elections in Melaka this year and Johor next year,
with local branches instructed to complete their
meetings in the coming months as part of
preparations. At the same time, he stressed that
UMNO's immediate priority remains supporting the
government in maintaining economic momentum and
national stability amid potential spillover effects from
the ongoing conflict in the Middle East. [The Star] [New
Straits Times 1]

The initiative comes as UMNO — the dominant party in
the Barisan Nasional coalition, the third largest political
coalition with 30 seats in the House of Representatives
— seeks to rebuild its political standing after suffering
major losses in the last national and recent state
elections, which weakened its long-dominant position
in Malaysian politics.

Now part of the governing coalition Pakatan Harapan
led by Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim, the party faces
growing competition for Malay support from PAS,
which has expanded its electoral influence in several
states.

In the latest development, the party is moving to
reintegrate key former leaders under the “Rumah
Bangsa” initiative. Former ministers Khairy Jamaluddin
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and Hishammuddin Hussein have formally sought
reinstatement after being expelled or suspended in
2023 when party president Ahmad Zahid Hamidi's
initiated a sweeping party purge aimed at eliminating
perceived internal dissenters and underperforming
members.

Their return is widely expected to be approved. [New
Straits Times 2] [Asia One]

Malaysia: Parliament passes bill raising
population-based state grants under fiscal
transfer system

(bo) The Dewan Negara — the upper house of
Malaysia's bicameral parliament — passed the
Capitation Grant Bill 2026 by a majority voice vote after
it was tabled by Deputy Finance Minister Liew Chin
Tong. The bill increases the rates of capitation grants -
population-based federal transfers to state
governments - under a revised funding structure.

The higher rates would help less populous states with
limited revenue while ensuring that more populous
states continue to receive higher annual grant
increases. The changes will also raise per capita
operating grants, particularly benefiting smaller states.

The amendment marks the first revision of the grant
rates since 2002 and is part of a periodic review of
Malaysia's fiscal transfer system governing federal
allocations to state governments. [The Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Anwar defends legal move on
Sabah ruling while affirming revenue
entitlement

(dgl) Amid longstanding tensions over center-state
fiscal relations in Malaysia, Prime Minister Anwar
Ibrahim has reiterated that the federal government will
not appeal the High Court's ruling affirming Sabah's 40
percent share of net federal revenue, seeking instead
limited legal clarification.

Speaking in Sabah, Anwar said the 40 percent
entitlement is “final” and not disputed by the Malaysian
federal government. He said the legal move is limited
to clarifying parts of the judgment, particularly
references to past leaders deemed inappropriate,
rejecting claims that the legal move undermines
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Sabah's rights and insisting it does not affect the
revenue-sharing decision.

The October ruling affirmed Sabah's constitutional
entitlement to 40 percent of net federal revenue
derived from the state between 1974 and 2021, with a
180-day deadline—expiring April 15—for both sides to
determine the amount owed.

An application for a stay of execution is scheduled to
be heard at the Court of Appeal on March 31, though
the Sabah government has said it will oppose the
move. [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Prime minister, Sarawak
premier discuss federal-state issues
ahead of oil regulation court case

(bo) Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim met Sarawak
premier Abang Johari Openg for talks on federal-state
matters, with the latter saying several issues had been
discussed and resolved, though no details were
disclosed.

The meeting came ahead of a Federal Court decision
concerning an application by state-owned national oil
and gas company Petronas, which oversees most
petroleum exploration and production in Malaysia,
seeking clarification on the regulatory framework
governing its operations in Sarawak. The case is linked
to a broader dispute in which the Sarawak government
is challenging the applicability of several federal
petroleum laws.

Sarawak is also seeking greater autonomy in areas
such as healthcare and tourism as part of efforts to
reclaim rights under the Malaysia Agreement 1963.
[Free Malaysia Today]

The Malaysia Agreement 1963 (MAG3) is the
foundational treaty that established the Federation of
Malaysia, bringing together Malaya, Sabah, Sarawak,
and Singapore (which left the federation in 1965). The
agreement outlines the special status and autonomy
rights of Sabah and Sarawak within the federation,
including safeguards over immigration, natural
resources, and administrative powers. In recent years,
both states have sought to restore or expand these
rights, arguing that aspects of the agreement have
been diluted over time, making MA63 a central
reference point in ongoing debates over federalism,
resource control, and regional autonomy in Malaysia.
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Malaysia: Preacher, activist charged over
online remarks deemed to incite public
alarm

(dgl) Malaysian authorities have charged three
individuals in separate cases under laws criminalizing
statements that could cause public fear, highlighting
ongoing sensitivity around religious and social issues.

Independent preacher Zamri Vinoth pleaded not guilty
to posting content allegedly capable of inciting alarm
over “illegal temples”, while activist Arun Dorasamy
also denied a similar charge linked to a social media
video. Both were charged under Section 505(b) of the
Penal Code, which carries penalties of up to two years'
imprisonment, a fine, or both.

In a separate case, e-hailing driver P Mahendra
Boopathy was fined after admitting to posting a video
questioning the legal status of religious sites, including
a mosque and a Hindu temple. [Free Malaysia Today]

The cases arise in the context of longstanding
sensitivities in Malaysia over the legal status of certain
religious sites—particularly Hindu temples—which
have periodically sparked public controversy and
ethnic tensions. They cases unfold amid renewed
pressure from conservative groups to remove Hindu
temples said to be built on private land, reviving a
sensitive and unresolved issue dating back to pre-
independence structures lacking formal land titles.
[South China Morning Post]

Malaysia: Rights groups urge halt to use of
security law against minors in extremism
cases

(dgl) The Human Rights Commission of Malaysia
(Suhakam) and child advocacy groups have called for
an immediate moratorium on applying the Security
Offences (Special Measures) Act 2012 (Sosma) to
minors, following the detention of youths over alleged
links to the Islamic State. [Suhakam]

In a joint statement with the All-Party Parliamentary
Group Malaysia on Children’s Rights, the groups
argued that children involved in such cases are often
victims of online grooming and indoctrination and
should be treated through rehabilitation and
protection frameworks rather than security detention.
They urged the government to apply safeguards under
the Child Act 2001 and to introduce judicial oversight
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or repeal provisions enabling arbitrary use of Sosma.
[Free Malaysia Today]

The call follows police action announced by Inspector-
General Khalid Ismail, who said six suspects—including
three minors—were arrested for alleged extremist
activities, including pledging allegiance and spreading
propaganda online. The minors have since been
released, but concerns persist over the legal approach.
[Channel News Asia]

The case points to a growing tension between
Malaysia's counterterrorism framework and child
protection obligations. While authorities aim to curb
online radicalization, rights groups warn that using
harsh security laws against minors risks undermining
rehabilitation efforts and international human rights
commitments, potentially fueling longer-term social
and security challenges.

Malaysia: NGO coalition warns police
probe risks chilling dissent

(dgl) A coalition of civil society groups has raised
concern that a police investigation into activists and
academics for alleged threats to parliamentary
democracy could intimidate government critics and
curb public debate.

Organizations including Bersih—an influential reform
movements in the country, often acting as a watchdog
on elections and governance— the Center to Combat
Corruption and Cronyism, Lawyers for Liberty and the
Centre for Independent Journalism said the
questioning of 14 individuals—reportedly involving
extensive inquiries into funding, sources and networks
—appeared aimed at linking them to efforts to
undermine the government, despite their work
focusing on governance and anti-corruption.

The probe is being conducted under Section 124B of
the Penal Code, which criminalizes activities deemed
detrimental to parliamentary democracy and carries
penalties of up to 20 years' imprisonment. Civil society
representatives warned that invoking such a serious
provision marks an escalation from previous reliance
on laws governing online speech and sedition. [Free
Malaysia Today] [South China Morning Post]

Myanmar: Military-aligned party figures
assume leadership of lower house in first
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post-coup parliamentary session

(anl) Myanmar's Lower House (Pyithu Hluttaw)
convened in Naypyitaw on March 16 for its first session
since the 2021 coup, with senior members of the
Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) taking
leadership positions.

USDP Chairman Khin Yi was elected speaker, while
Maung Maung Ohn was appointed deputy speaker.
Khin Yi, a former police chief under Than Shwe,
previously served as immigration minister under Thein
Sein and current authorities. Maung Maung Ohn
served as information minister before entering
parliament.

The legislature was formed following an election held
in December and January, from which major
opposition parties were excluded. Under the 2008
Constitution, 25 percent of parliamentary seats are
reserved for serving military personnel. The Upper
House is expected to convene later this week.

The National Unity Government (NUG) rejected the
move, saying it does not reflect the outcome of the
2020 general election and should not be treated as a
normal political development. A parallel session was
also held by the Committee Representing the
Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH), which maintains its claim
to legislative authority. [The Irrawaddy]

The CRPH is a political body formed by elected
lawmakers from Myanmar's 2020 general election who
were prevented from taking office after the military
seized power in February 2021.

Separately, the Special Advisory Council for Myanmar
(SAC-M)— an independent group of international
experts that advises on the political, legal, and
humanitarian situation in Myanmar following the 2021
military takeover—warned that the military authorities
are seeking to reframe their rule through the
formation of a civilian-style government, but argued
the move would not confer legitimacy on the
administration led by Min Aung Hlaing.

SAC-M said the convening of a new parliamentin
Naypyitaw marks a further step in the process, with
senior military figures expected to transition into
civilian roles ahead of the formation of a new
government structure in the coming weeks.

SAC-M called on states to withhold recognition of the
planned administration, expand support for opposition
and civil society actors, and strengthen sanctions and
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other measures targeting military-linked entities.
[Mizzimal]

Myanmar: Regime leader signals possible
constitutional amendments

(su) Military leader Min Aung Hlaing has indicated that
constitutional amendments could be considered
following the formation of the next parliament.
Speaking at a meeting in Naypyitaw reviewing
developments five years after the 2021 coup, he said
any changes to the constitution would be implemented
in accordance with decisions made by the future
legislature.

The junta leader previously stated that discussions
under the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement framework
had identified 43 points in the 2008 Constitution for
possible amendment. Political parties have also cited
this figure, including proposals to amend Article 261,
which currently allows the president to appoint chief
ministers of states and regions directly.

However, analysts have expressed skepticism about
the likelihood of substantive reform. Critics argue that
the 2008 Constitution was designed to preserve the
military’s central role in politics, including provisions
allowing the commander-in-chief to appoint 25 percent
of parliamentary seats and requiring more than 75
percent parliamentary approval for constitutional
amendments. Therefore, any changes are likely to
remain limited and symbolic, while core provisions
safeguarding military influence remain intact. [The
Irrawaddy]

In addition, Min Aung Hlaing once again defended the
outcome of the recent general election stating that
political parties that performed poorly had failed to
make effective use of the opportunities provided to
prepare. He said the authorities had allowed political
party registrations beginning in 2023 and that parties
were given approximately three years to organize
membership campaigns and engage with voters before
the polls.

The election, held in three phases starting on
December 28, 2025, involved 57 political parties.
According to official results, the military-backed Union
Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) won a
overwhelming majority of seats.

Opposition groups, civil society organizations, and
international observers widely criticized the vote,
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describing it as lacking credibility and conducted under
restrictive conditions.

Despite these criticisms, Min Aung Hlaing affirmed that
parliamentary sessions would begin in March and that
power would be transferred to a newly formed
government in April. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Fuel prices surge

(su) Fuel prices in Myanmar have surged following the
introduction of a digital fuel rationing system aimed at
enforcing quotas on vehicle refueling. The system,
introduced in major cities including Yangon, Mandalay,
Nay Pyi Taw, and Taunggyi, requires gas stations to
scan car tax barcodes or motorcycle QR codes before
fuel can be purchased.

The measure operates alongside the existing “odd-
even” vehicle rule, under which vehicles with even-
numbered license plates can operate on even-
numbered dates and those with odd-numbered plates
on odd dates.

Under the new restrictions in Yangon Region, private
vehicles and taxis are limited to 15 liters per day,
private light trucks to 25 liters, passenger vehicles to
50 liters, and heavy trucks to 150 liters. However,
drivers reported that some stations were allowing
lower amounts due to supply pressures. Motorists also
complained about technical issues with the scanning
system, including barcode recognition failures and
incorrect vehicle identification, which slowed refueling
and created long queues at gas stations.

The tighter quota system has also affected
transportation services and businesses reliant on
regular fuel supplies. Some vehicle operators said they
may need to reduce services due to the daily refueling
limits, while owners of unregistered vehicles—
particularly motorcycles common in rural areas—have
reportedly turned to higher-priced fuel on the black
market.

The introduction of digital rationing coincided with a
sharp increase in fuel prices, with premium diesel
rising by around 23 percent and standard diesel by
about 25 percent. Petrol prices also climbed
significantly, with Octane 92 increasing by roughly 12
percent and Octane 95 by around 13 percent.

The developments have raised questions about fuel
supply stability despite earlier official statements that
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the country had reserves sufficient for approximately
40 days. [Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Investment commission
approves 35 projects worth USD 41 million

(su) Myanmar's Investment Commission (MIC)
approved 35 new investment projects worth USD
41.003 million during a meeting held on March 15.
According to officials, the projects are expected to
create more than 5,000 jobs.

The approvals include four foreign investment projects
in the industrial and power sectors and 31 domestic
projects across a range of sectors including industry,
hotels and tourism, services, power generation,
agriculture, transport, and communications. Domestic
investment in the approved projects amounts to
approximately MMK 195.55 billion (USD 93 million)

Key projects include commercial vehicle
manufacturing, electric vehicle assembly, power
generation, solar panel production, port construction
and services, mobile phone assembly and distribution,
agricultural and livestock-based production, animal
feed manufacturing, food processing, garment
factories, and hotel and tourism services.

As of February 2026, investors from 53 countries and
regions have invested in Myanmar, with Singapore,
China, and Thailand identified as the largest sources of
foreign investment. By sector, the power industry
accounts for 28.27 percent of total investment,
followed by oil and gas at 24.62 percent and
manufacturing at 14.67 percent. [Eleven Myanmar]

Myanmar: Infighting reported among
resistance forces in northern Shan State

(anl) Clashes have been reported between two anti-
military armed groups in northern Shan State—the
Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA)
and the Ta'ang National Liberation Army (TNLA)—
highlighting emerging tensions within the resistance
landscape following earlier joint operations against
military forces.

According to sources, MNDAA forces carried out drone
strikes on TNLA-controlled areas between Kutkai and
Namhkam and seized parts of Kutkai town after
several days of fighting. Around 70 TNLA members
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were reportedly captured, with no casualties
confirmed.

Sources said TNLA forces had been ordered to
withdraw and avoid engagement, while the group's
leadership indicated it is seeking to resolve the dispute
through dialogue.

The MNDAA is reportedly seeking to consolidate
control over territory north of Kutkai, including key
transport routes toward the Myanmar-China border.
[DVB]

Myanmar: Heavy fighting in Chin State
leaves over 200 junta troops dead

(anl) The Institute of Chin Affairs (ICA) — a research
and humanitarian organization — reported that more
than 200 military junta troops were killed and 40
captured during four months of intense fighting in
Falam Township in northwestern Chin State between
November 2025 and February 2026.

According to the report, the military regime carried out
more than 2,500 airstrikes during the same period.
Drone attacks and heavy artillery fire killed at least 15
civilians and injured another 30. In addition, more than
60 structures, including schools, churches, and
hospitals, were destroyed.

The ICA stated that Chin revolutionary forces believe
the junta’s extensive use of airpower and heavy force
in Falam is linked to its strategic objective of securing
access to Surbung Airport for administrative and
military logistics.

The report also noted that the ongoing fighting has
displaced around 85 percent of residents from nine
villages in Tedim Township and 27 villages in Falam
Township. It also added that many displaced people,
including children, pregnant women, and the elderly,
are facing serious health challenges and urgently need
food, shelter, and medical assistance. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Rights group accuses military
of crimes against humanity after deadly
attacks in Karen areas

(anl) The Karen Peace Support Network (KPSN) has
accused the military regime of committing possible war
crimes and crimes against humanity following a series
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of attacks on civilian areas in Karen-controlled territory
between March 5-10.

In an urgent statement, the group said military
operations involving airstrikes, drone attacks, and
ground raids in parts of Bago Region and adjacent
Karen areas killed at least 41 civilians, including 18
children, and injured numerous others. Local sources
also reported the detention of around 160 villagers,
allegedly being used by troops as human shields
during ongoing operations.

KPSN said the attacks targeted several villages across
Nyaunglebin District and other Karen areas and
involved aerial bombardments and raids by Myanmar
military units. The organization argued that the scale
and nature of the violence against civilians could
amount to crimes against humanity under
international law.

The group also criticized the international response,
noting that no new sanctions have been imposed on
Myanmar's military for more than a year despite
mounting reports of civilian casualties. KPSN urged the
international community to adopt urgent measures to
restrict the military’'s access to jet fuel, arms, and
financial resources, including sanctions targeting
military-controlled state banks. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Military announces recapture
of Tagaung

(su) The military announced on March 12 that it had
regained control of Tagaung in Thabeikkyin Township,
central Mandalay Region, following operations against
People’s Defense Force (PDF) groups that had held the
area since August 2024. According to official reports,
PDF fighters had established defensive positions in
religious buildings within the Tagaung ancient cultural
zone and carried out activities that disrupted local
administrative operations, forcing many residents to
flee.

Military operations to restore control of the area
followed earlier offensives in Thabeikkyin Township.
The military said it recaptured Thabeikkyin in July and
reopened key transport routes including the
Mandalay-Mattara-Singu-Thabeikkyin road and the
Mandalay-Thabeikkyin-Mogok route on in January.
Area clearance operations targeting PDF positions
between Thabeikkyin and Tagaung began in early
February, culminating in the announcement that the
town had been fully retaken.
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Officials reported that approximately 85 clashes
occurred during more than a month of fighting,
resulting in casualties among security forces and the
seizure of 40 firearms, ammunition, grenades, and
other explosive materials. Authorities also said PDF
fighters had planted landmines along roads and
between buildings and used schools, religious
buildings, and residential houses as defensive
positions.

Following the operation, security forces are conducting
mine clearance and rehabilitation efforts in the area,
including removing explosives and clearing debris to
facilitate the return of displaced residents. Officials
also noted that several religious buildings and other
structures within the Tagaung cultural heritage zone
were damaged during the period of conflict. [Eleven
Myanmar]

Myanmar: Airstrikes kill scores of
detainees and civilians in Rakhine and
Sagaing

(su) The military has carried out a series of airstrikes in
western and northwestern Myanmar, reportedly killing
more than 100 detainees at an Arakan Army facility in
Rakhine State, at least eight civilians in Sagaing Region,
and damaging a key transport bridge in Kyauktaw.

Airstrike on Arakan Army detention facility

An airstrike on March 8 on a detention facility run by
the Arakan Army (AA) in Ann Township in western
Rakhine State, reportedly killed 116 captured Myanmar
military personnel, including a brigadier general and
several officers. According to AA sources, the attack
involved four fighter jets and four Y-12 aircraft that
bombarded the facility in Dar Lat Chaung for several
hours. The strike also reportedly killed an unspecified
number of civilian detainees and injured at least 32
people.

The incident follows several previous airstrikes on AA-
run detention centers holding captured soldiers and
their families since the AA's major offensive in Rakhine
State began in late 2023. The AA currently controls
most townships in Rakhine State and continues to
advance toward the state capital Sittwe and other
strategic areas. [The Irrawaddy]

Airstrikes on Tigyaing Township

Separately, military airstrikes between March 8 and 10
targeted several villages in Tigyaing Township in
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northwestern Sagaing Region, reportedly killing at least
eight civilians and injuring dozens. According to local
resistance sources, fighter jets conducted multiple
bombing runs over the three-day period against
multiple villages.

On March 8, a jet dropped two bombs near a clinic in
Ah Lal Taw village, injuring two residents. Further
strikes were reported on March 9 when bombs were
dropped near Aung Thar Kone village, followed by
additional attacks later that day near Sut Sar and Ni
Tar villages after jets took off from Tada-U. Local
groups said several casualties occurred during these
strikes.

On March 10, another bombing run targeted Zee Kone
village, killing eight residents and injuring 18 others.
The bombs reportedly struck an area near a
monastery, with those killed including monks and
novice monks.

Local organizations stated that the villages were
sheltering internally displaced persons and that no
active clashes were occurring in the area at the time of
the attacks. [Mizzima 1]

Airstrike damages Kissapanadi Bridge in Kyauktaw

Furthermore, on March 12, a Military Commission jet
fighter carried out an airstrike on the Kissapanadi
Bridge at the entrance to Kyauktaw in Rakhine State.

Two 500-pound bombs were reportedly dropped,
striking the bridge and a nearby building. The bridge
sustained minor damage but remains operational, and
no casualties were reported.

The bridge spans the Kaladan River and serves as a key
transport link connecting Kyauktaw with surrounding
townships. It had recently been renovated following
the Arakan Army's takeover of the area. [Mizzima 2]

Myanmar: Armed groups launch rocket
attack on Ketumadi airbase in Taungoo

(anl) On 12 March, the Brave Warriors for Myanmar
(BWM) and allied groups carried out a coordinated

rocket attack on the Ketumadi Airbase in Taungoo,

Bago Region.

According to BWM, 13 rockets were launched from
multiple locations, targeting aviation fuel storage
facilities and a drone warehouse at the base. The
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group said the attack caught military forces off guard
despite heightened security presence.

Military forces reportedly responded with small arms
fire and artillery. BWM also said a regional commander
visited the site the following day and ordered
increased ground operations in the area.

The operation was conducted in coordination with
several allied groups, including the Mountain Knight
Civilian Defense Forces, the Anti-Coup People’s
Liberation Force, and elements of the Karen National
Liberation Army. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Junta air force commissions
Russian and Chinese-made fighter jets

(su) Myanmar's military air force held a commissioning
ceremony on March 13 at Meiktila Air Base near
Mandalay for four fighter aircraft, including two
Russian-made Su-30 multirole fighter jets and two
Chinese-made K-8W fighter aircraft. Senior General
Min Aung Hlaing attended the event and urged the air
force to make effective use of its aircraft and weapons
systems amid ongoing military operations across the
country.

The Su-30 jets form part of a six-aircraft purchase
agreement signed with Russia in 2018 worth
approximately USD 400 million, financed through a
Russian loan. According to defense analysts, Russia
completed delivery of the aircraft by early 2025, with
earlier commissioning ceremonies marking their
arrival. The K-8W aircraft are Chinese-made jet trainers
that can also be used in light attack roles.

The ceremony follows a series of military equipment
events in recent months, including the commissioning
of a new naval frigate and other vessels earlier in
March. Analysts say the events may be intended to
demonstrate the continued operational capability of
Myanmar's armed forces despite the ongoing conflict
with resistance groups. [The Irrawaddy]

Philippines: House sets March 18 hearing
in Duterte impeachment case after key
filing

(ms) The Philippine House of Representatives will move

forward with impeachment proceedings against Vice
President Sara Duterte on March 18, after she formally
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responded to the complaints just ahead of a key
deadline, ensuring the process continues without
delay.

The House Committee on Justice scheduled the
hearing despite Congress entering its Lenten recess,
underscoring the political importance and urgency of
the case. The session is expected to address
procedural matters and lay out the next phase of the
impeachment process.

Duterte submitted a 15-page response, known as a
“verified answer ad cautelam,” on March 16, the final
day allowed under House rules. While complying with
the requirement, her legal team made clear that the
filing was done “with caution” and does not fully
recognize the jurisdiction of the House in the case.

In her response, Duterte rejected the allegations,
arguing that the complaints lack sufficient factual basis
and rely on speculation. The impeachment cases
accuse her of misuse of confidential government funds
during her time as education secretary, as well as more
serious claims including bribery and an alleged plot
against senior political figures.

Some lawmakers, however, said the Vice President’s
reply does not directly address the accusations.
Representative Terry Ridon criticized the filing for
focusing on procedural arguments rather than
responding to the substance of the charges.

Under Philippine impeachment rules, the complainants
now have three days to file a reply, after which Duterte
may submit a rejoinder. The committee will then
decide whether there are sufficient grounds to

proceed to full hearings, where evidence and
witnesses would be examined.

The March 18 hearing will also tackle possible conflicts
involving members of Duterte’s defense team, adding
another layer to the proceedings.

If the House ultimately approves the impeachment, the
case will be sent to the Senate, which will act as a trial
court. The outcome could have major implications for
the Philippines’ political landscape, particularly ahead
of the 2028 presidential election, where Duterte is
widely seen as a leading contender. [Inquirer.net]
[PhilStar] [Rappler]

Philippines: President Marcos certified
two bills as urgent to cushion the rising oil
prices
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(ab) The Philippine government may soon reduce fuel
prices by lowering petroleum excise taxes and easing
biofuel regulations, after President Ferdinand Marcos
Jr. certified two key measures as urgent.

The move comes as the country faces a sharp rise in
fuel costs driven by escalating geopolitical tensions
and global oil price volatility. Recent increases saw
diesel prices rise by as much as USD 0.41 per liter (PHP
10.21) and kerosene by USD 0.65 per liter (PHP 38.50),
putting pressure on households and businesses.

One of the measures, House Bill 8418, would grant the
President the authority to temporarily suspend,
reduce, or adjust excise taxes on petroleum products.
Any such action would require recommendations from
the Development Budget Coordination Committee and
the Department of Energy. The bill also mandates
regular reporting to Congress, including the economic
justification, estimated revenue losses, and expected
impact on inflation and related economic indicators.

According to a letter addressed to House Speaker
Faustino “Bodjie” Dy, Marcos emphasized that the
measure is intended to address “extraordinary fuel
price volatility” and stabilize domestic prices during a
period of economic disruption.

At the same time, the administration is pushing for
amendments to Republic Act 9367, or the Biofuels Act
of 2006, through Senate Bill 1965. While the current
law requires petroleum companies to blend locally
sourced biofuels into their products to reduce
dependence on imports, the proposed amendment
would allow the government to temporarily suspend
this requirement.

Under the proposal, the Philippines could import
biofuel components such as bioethanol and biodiesel if
blended fuel prices exceed pure fossil fuel prices by at
least five percent. The measure aims to give the
government greater flexibility in managing fuel supply
and costs during periods of price instability.

Both measures have been certified as urgent, allowing
Congress to fast-track their passage by dispensing with
the usual requirement of separate readings on
different days. This enables lawmakers to approve bills
more quickly during periods of economic or national
urgency.

The House of Representatives approved House Bill
8418 on second reading on March 11 and is expected
to pass it on final reading before transmitting it to the
Senate. Senator Pia Cayetano, chair of the Senate Ways
and Means Committee, expressed confidence that the



upper chamber can finalize the legislation before the
Lenten break and resume deliberations in early May if
necessary. [ABS CBN] [Inquirer.net] [MSN] [PhilStar1]
[PhilStar2]

Philippines: President Marcos approval
ratings edge up but still trail Vize
President Duterte

(ms) President Ferdinand Marcos Jr.'s approval and
trust ratings posted slight gains in the first quarter of
2026, but he continues to lag behind Vice President
Sara Duterte, according to a Pulse Asia survey.

The poll, conducted from February 27 to March 2,
showed Marcos' approval rating rising from 34 percent
in December 2025 to 36 percent. His disapproval
rating, however, remained significantly higher at 45
percent, though slightly down from 48 percent in the
previous survey. His trust rating also improved from 32
percent to 35 percent, while distrust declined from 47
percent to 44 percent, indicating a modest recovery in
public sentiment.

Despite these gains, Duterte maintained a clear lead.
Her approval rating stood at 55 percent, nearly
unchanged from the previous quarter, while her trust
rating remained high at 54 percent. Her disapproval
rating increased slightly to 27 percent, while distrust
rose to 26 percent.

A year-on-year comparison reveals a more significant
shift. Marcos' approval and trust ratings have
rebounded strongly from March 2025, when both
stood at 25 percent. In contrast, Duterte has seen a
gradual decline, with approval dropping from 59
percent to 55 percent and trust from 61 percent to 54
percent. Her disapproval and distrust ratings both
increased by about 10 percentage points over the
same period.

Despite this downward trend, Duterte remains the
country's most popular national political figure and is
widely seen as the leading contender for the 2028
presidential election, following her announcement of a
likely candidacy. Barring any major political setbacks,
including ongoing impeachment efforts against her,
current polling suggests she remains in a strong
position to secure the presidency. [Inquirer] [PhilStar]
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Philippines: President Marcos orders 4-
day workweek for government fffices

(ms) President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. has ordered a
four-day onsite workweek for government agencies
under the executive branch to reduce fuel and energy
consumption amid rising oil prices.

The policy, implemented starting March 9 under
Memorandum Circular 114, allows agencies to adopt
compressed work schedules or designate one work-
from-home day. The measure aims to lower electricity
use in government buildings and reduce fuel demand
from daily commuting.

Essential services, including police, emergency
responders and frontline public offices, are exempt
from the arrangement.

The four-day workweek is part of a broader set of
measures to cushion the impact of higher global oil
prices. Marcos also directed agencies to cut electricity
and fuel consumption by 10 to 20 percent and
suspend non-essential travel and activities such as
training sessions and meetings that can be held online.

The Philippines, which relies heavily on imported fuel,
is particularly vulnerable to global price shocks.
Authorities have warned that rising fuel costs could
also push electricity prices higher. [PhilStar]

Philippines: DepEd Eyes Hybrid “4+1”
School Model to Address Classroom
Shortage

(ms) The Department of Education (DepEd) is
considering a hybrid “4+1" learning model, combining
four days of in-person classes with one day of online
instruction, to address classroom shortages and
overcrowding.

Education Secretary Sonny Angara said the proposal is
part of broader efforts to ease congestion in public
schools while expanding access to education. The
model would allow schools to optimize limited
classroom space without fully shifting to remote
learning.

DepkEd is also exploring measures to increase capacity,
including expanding voucher programs, leasing
unused private properties for classrooms and
mobilizing private sector support for additional
learning spaces.
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The government aims to deliver tens of thousands of
new classrooms by 2028 through conventional funding
and public-private partnerships. Local government
units are expected to play a larger role in identifying
priority sites and implementing projects. [PhilStar]

Philippines: Manila City residents to
receive cash assistance amid ongoing
conflict in the Middle East

(ab) Around 15 percent of Manila’s population, or over
330,000 residents, will receive over USD 28.5 million in
cash assistance to help cushion the impact of rising
fuel and electricity prices amid the escalating conflict in
the Middle East.

At the flag-raising ceremony, Manila City Mayor Isko
Moreno announced the stimulus plan and further
explained that the funding package consists of cash
releases from the General Fund and Trust Fund. In the
announcement, Mayor Moreno said that about USD
9.9 million comes from the General Fund while USD
19.5 million was provided through the Trust Fund,
bringing the total aid to well over USD 28.5 million.

A large portion of the funds will support the city’'s
Social Amelioration Program, which will roll out
approximately USD 7.2 million in allowances from
January to March 2026 to Manila City beneficiaries,
including senior citizens, solo parents, adults and
minor residents with disabilities. The city will also
release around USD 850,000 in educational assistance
for students who are enrolled in Manila’s two public
universities: Universidad de Manila and Pamantasan
ng Lungsod ng Maynila. [Manila Standard] [Manila
Times]

Philippines: Government eyes imports,
price cap to limit rising rice prices

(ms) The Philippine government is ramping up efforts
to curb rising rice prices by expanding state-led
imports and considering a cap on retail prices, as food
inflation pressures intensify.

Agriculture Secretary Francisco Tiu Laurel Jr. said
government agencies have started importing rice sold
at PHP 45-48 (USD 0.80-0.85) per kilo in Metro Manila,
with plans to extend distribution to other key cities. In
Cebu, where prices have exceeded PHP 60 (USD 1.05)
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per kilo, authorities are prepared to directly intervene
by importing and selling rice to stabilize the market.

The Department of Agriculture (DA) is also studying the
implementation of a price cap, potentially set at
around PHP 50 (USD 0.88) per kilo. Initially, the cap
would apply only to imported rice to protect local
farmers’ incomes, with a possible expansion to
domestically produced rice after the dry-season
harvest.

Officials said the imported rice is being sold at near
breakeven levels to create competition and counter
rising prices in the commercial market. The
government is prepared to scale up imports
nationwide if current measures fail to ease price
pressures.

The spike in rice prices has been driven by higher fuel
and transport costs amid global oil market disruptions,
as well as market speculation among traders and
importers. Prices have already increased by about PHP
2 (USD 0.04) per kilo in recent weeks and may continue
to rise.

Authorities are relying on the ongoing harvest to
improve supply but signaled readiness to implement
broader interventions if market conditions do not
stabilize. [PhilStar] [Rappler]

Philippines: Rise in mothers aged 14 and
below raises alarm over child protection

gaps

(ms) The number of mothers aged 14 and below in the
Philippines is rising, highlighting persistent gaps in
child protection, education and reproductive health
services, according to the Commission on Population
and Development (CPD).

Data from the Philippine Statistics Authority show that
3,612 births were recorded among girls aged 10 to 14
in 2024, an increase of 8.9 percent from 3,324 cases in
2023. Officials describe the trend as deeply concerning,
pointing to heightened risks of sexual abuse,
exploitation and early pregnancy among minors.

The cases are concentrated in densely populated
regions such as Calabarzon, Central Luzon and Metro
Manila, but also appear in poorer and underserved
areas like Soccsksargen. Authorities noted extreme
cases, including two 10-year-old girls who gave birth in
2024, underscoring the severity of the issue.
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Experts link the rise to a combination of structural
factors, including limited access to age-appropriate sex
education, gaps in reproductive health services and
weak reporting mechanisms for abuse. Social stigma
and lack of family support further prevent young girls
from seeking help early.

The consequences are long-term. Early pregnancy is
strongly associated with school dropout, reduced
economic opportunities and increased health risks for
both mother and child. It also reinforces cycles of
poverty, particularly in vulnerable communities.

The CPD is urging stronger coordination between
government agencies, schools and communities,
emphasizing that prevention must go beyond policy.
While legislation such as the proposed Adolescent
Pregnancy Prevention Bill aims to expand reproductive
health education and youth-friendly services,
implementation remains uneven.

Officials stress that addressing the issue requires both
systemic reform and cultural change, including more
open discussions within families and better protection
mechanisms for minors. [PhilStar]

Singapore: Parliament passes stricter
anti-vaping law with heavier penalties

(st) Singapore's parliament on March 6 passed
amendments strengthening the country’s anti-vaping
regulations, with the revised Tobacco and Vaporisers
Control Act set to take effect on May 1. The changes
significantly increase penalties for vape-related
offenses and introduce new measures targeting
devices known as Kpods, vapes containing the
anesthetic agent etomidate. Under the revised law,
users may face fines of up to SGD 10,000 (USD 7,400),
while sellers risk fines of up to SGD 200,000 (USD
148,000) and six years in jail, and smugglers up to SGD
300,000 (USD 222,000) and nine years in jail.
Entertainment venues must also stop patrons from
vaping and require them to discard their devices, while
drivers entering Singapore with vapes in their vehicles
can no longer claim ignorance of their presence to
avoid liability.

The law also introduces harsher penalties for adults
who involve minors or vulnerable individuals in vape-
related activities, with prison sentences of up to 20
years and caning possible in serious cases. Authorities
framed the move as part of broader efforts to curb
rising concerns over Kpods and youth vaping. Between
September 2025 and February 2026, more than 5,000
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people were caught for vaping offenses, including
nearly 600 Kpod users. The legislation also expands
enforcement powers, introduces rehabilitation
measures for repeat users, and places responsibility
on property owners to prevent illegal vape storage on
their premises. [The Straits Times]

Singapore: Government scales back
‘second business district’ plan to boost
housing and investment

(ms/st) Singapore has adjusted plans for its long-term
“second central business district” in the Jurong Lake
District, shifting the focus toward housing and smaller,
more flexible developments to attract investors.

The government released a revised land parcel for
development, after an earlier, larger project failed to
attract bids in 2024. The updated plan reduces the
scale and risk for developers while increasing the share
of residential space. The site is expected to include
around 1,200 private homes, alongside offices, retail
and leisure facilities.

The move reflects changing market conditions.
Demand for large office projects outside the traditional
city center has weakened, while housing remains a key
priority in land-scarce Singapore, where space is
limited and property prices are closely watched.

Authorities also committed to supporting
infrastructure, including new metro lines and
underground connections, to make the area more
accessible and attractive over time. [The Straits Times]

Singapore: CASE calls on petrol companies
to reflect global oil price drops at the

pump

(st) The Consumers Association of Singapore (CASE)
has urged petrol companies to adjust pump prices
more quickly when global oil prices fall and to improve
price transparency. Speaking on March 15 at CASE's
55th anniversary event, CASE president Melvin Yong
noted that petrol operators had raised pump prices
several times within days amid volatility in global oil
markets but had not lowered prices as quickly when
international oil prices declined. The comments came
as the posted price of 95-octane petrol at Caltex
reached SGD 3.45 (USD 2.55) per liter on March 13,
exceeding levels seen during the 2022 Ukraine crisis.
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Yong also highlighted broader consumer protection
concerns, including risks associated with prepayment-
based business models in sectors such as beauty and
wellness, where companies sometimes close after
collecting large sums from customers. CASE has
proposed introducing a mandatory cooling-off period
for purchases involving significant prepayments.
Separately, the government announced plans to
expand a pilot program requiring supermarkets to
display unit prices for grocery items to help consumers
compare costs more easily. A public consultation
reviewing Singapore’s consumer protection laws
opened on March 16 and will run until April 19. [The
Straits Times]

Thailand: Parliament opens and coalition
formation advances despite ongoing
scrutiny over election ballots

(Im/msz) Thailand has begun the transition to a new
government following the February 8 general election,
with the royal opening of parliament on March 14 and
the first sitting of the House of Representatives held on
March 15 to organize parliamentary leadership and
prepare for the selection of the next prime minister. A
parliamentary vote to confirm the prime minister is
expected on March 19. [Bangkok Post 1]

The election was won by the Bhumjaithai Party, led by
caretaker Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul, which
secured 191 of the 500 House seats. The reformist
People’s Party came second with 120 seats, followed by
Pheu Thai with 74 seats. A coalition led by Bhumijaithai
and Pheu Thai together with several smaller parties is
expected to control around 290 seats, giving the
alliance a clear parliamentary majority. Anutin has said
the coalition lineup is finalized and will not include
either the Democrat Party or the Klatham Party,
arguing that the alliance already holds sufficient
support and does not seek to expand the government
beyond roughly 300 seats. [Bangkok Post 2] [Bangkok
Post 3]

The House subsequently elected Sophon Zaram, a
senior Bhumjaithai lawmaker from Buri Ram province,
as House Speaker, with 289 votes defeating People’s
Party MP Parit Wacharasindhu, who received 123
votes. Coalition partners also secured the deputy
speaker positions: Mallika Jirapunvanit of Bhumjaithai
was approved as first deputy speaker, while Pheu Thai
nominated Lertsak Pattanachaikul as second deputy
speaker. The vote reflected the numerical strength of
the governing bloc, which holds roughly 290 seats
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compared with about 209 seats controlled by
opposition parties. [Bangkok Post 4]

With the parliamentary leadership now in place,
attention has shifted to the selection of the prime
minister. Anutin is widely expected to secure the post
once the speakership receives royal endorsement and
the House convenes for the vote. He has said
negotiations among coalition partners over the
allocation of cabinet positions will begin only after the
prime ministerial vote and urged parties to carefully
vet candidates to ensure they meet the Constitutional
Court’s ethical eligibility requirements. [Bangkok Post
5]

Several parties excluded from the coalition are
preparing to assume opposition roles. The Democrat
Party, led by former prime minister Abhisit Vejjajiva,
has confirmed it will sit in opposition, while the
Klatham Party, whose political direction is influenced
by Thamanat Prompow, has indicated it also expects to
remain outside the government after receiving no
invitation to join the coalition. Both parties have
suggested they may coordinate with other opposition
groups in parliament. [Bangkok Post 6] [Bangkok Post
7] [Bangkok Post 8]

The People’s Party, which will form the largest
opposition bloc with 120 seats, has said it will
nominate its leader Natthaphong Ruengpanyawut in
the upcoming prime ministerial vote and will also field
candidates for parliamentary leadership positions.
Party representatives said the move is intended to
underline its role as the principal opposition force and
maintain scrutiny of the incoming administration.
[Bangkok Post 9]

Crucially, however, despite the institutional transition
toward forming a new government, multiple legal
challenges related to the election remain under review.

A central dispute concerns the design of ballot papers,
which included barcodes and QR codes printed on
each ballot. Critics argue that these codes could
theoretically allow ballots to be traced back to
individual voters, potentially violating the
constitutional requirement that elections be conducted
by secret ballot. The Office of the Ombudsman, an
independent constitutional oversight body responsible
for investigating administrative wrongdoing, said it had
received 21 complaints on the issue and has petitioned
the Constitutional Court to determine whether the
ballot design was unconstitutional. If the court
concludes that ballot secrecy was compromised, the
election could potentially be annulled and a new
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nationwide vote ordered, which officials estimate could
cost at least THB 7 billion (USD 203 million).

More broadly, authorities are examining around 40
election-related petitions, roughly half of which
concern alleged civil rights violations or voter
grievances. Additional complaints question whether a
2023 regulation issued by the Election Commission (EC)
allowing identifying marks on ballots is consistent with
election law and whether the barcode system may
have violated Thailand's Personal Data Protection Act
(2019). [Bangkok Post 10] [Bangkok Post 11]

Separately, the Central Criminal Court for Corruption
and Misconduct is expected to decide whether to
accept a case accusing the EC chairman and several
senior officials of misconduct related to the ballot
design. The People’s Party, the main opposition party
in the previous Parliament, has also filed a complaint
seeking legal clarification on the use of identifying
marks on ballot papers.

Conversely, the Election Commission (EC) has filed a
criminal complaint against six individuals accused of
interfering with the electoral process through their
criticism of the barcode system. Those named
reportedly include a former election commissioner and
several technology specialists, who have asked
investigators to clarify the identities of those targeted,
the specific charges involved, and whether confidential
information was improperly disclosed to the media.
[Bangkok Post 12]

Separately, allegations of vote-buying during the
campaign period have generated further debate.
Chuan Leekpai, a veteran Democrat Party lawmaker
and former prime minister, claimed that village health
volunteers—a nationwide network of more than one
million community health workers who play a key role
in Thailand's primary healthcare system—were used by
some candidates to distribute money to households in
exchange for votes. Representatives of the volunteer
network have rejected the accusations, stressing that
the organization operates under strict political
neutrality and has previously cooperated with the
Election Commission only in efforts to encourage voter
participation. [Bangkok Post 13]

Amid the ongoing legal and political debate, a survey
conducted by King Prajadhipok’s Institute found that
74.4 percent of respondents would accept holding a
new election in the event of a “political accident,” such
as the annulment of a government following electoral
controversy. The poll also indicated that voters expect
the next government to prioritize short-term economic
relief and income growth, followed by longer-term
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economic development and improvements in national
competitiveness. [Bangkok Post 14]

Thailand: Three investigations affecting
ruling party shift

(Im) Three developments in Thailand have reduced
immediate investigative pressure on the Bhumijaithai
Party, the largest party emerging from the February
general election, and its leader Anutin Charnvirakul,
who is currently serving as caretaker prime minister
while parliament prepares to vote on the next
government.

In one case, an internal panel of Thailand's Election
Commission (EC) voted 5-2 to clear 229 individuals
previously accused of collusion in the 2024 Senate
selection process. Those originally implicated included
138 sitting senators and 91 additional individuals
linked to Bhumjaithai, including party executives and
associates. The earlier inquiry had alleged coordinated
voting aimed at securing seats for candidates
associated with the party in the 200-member Senate.

The subcommittee that dismissed the charges was
chaired by a former deputy director-general of the
Department of Special Investigation (DSI)—Thailand's
special law-enforcement agency responsible for
complex criminal cases. The matter will now be
reviewed by the full seven-member Election
Commission, which has 90 days to decide whether to
endorse the panel’s findings and formally close the
investigation. The reported decision has drawn
criticism from opposition politicians and legal experts,
who have called for the EC to publicly explain the
factual and legal basis for the conclusion. Concerns
have also been raised about the appointment of the
subcommittee itself after questions emerged about
potential conflicts of interest involving its chair.

Separate criminal investigations continue. The DSI
confirmed it will proceed with inquiries into possible
organized collusion and money-laundering offenses
related to the Senate selection process, noting that its
investigation operates under different legal provisions
and is not affected by the EC's internal findings.
[Bangkok Post 1]

Separately, the DSI announced it had halted its seven-
month investigation into alleged illegal occupation of
4,414 rai (7.06 square kilometers) of land at Khao
Kradong in Buri Ram province. The disputed area
overlaps land claimed by the State Railway of Thailand
(SRT), the state-owned railway operator. The DSl said it
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stopped its probe after determining that the Police
Anti-Corruption Division, which investigates corruption
involving public officials, had already conducted a
related inquiry and forwarded findings to the National
Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC). Under the 2018
Anti-Corruption Act, the DSl is required to submit its
records to the NACC when such cases fall within the
commission’s jurisdiction. [Bangkok Post 2]

The dispute forms part of a long-running legal conflict
involving overlapping land titles. Courts have
previously recognized SRT ownership in parts of the
area, but implementation—including the potential
revocation of land titles issued by the Department of
Lands—remains contested through administrative and
civil litigation. The issue carries political sensitivity
because Buri Ram is the political stronghold of the
Chidchob family network, widely regarded as the core
power base of the Bhumjaithai Party. Thai media
reports have linked some disputed plots to companies
or individuals associated with figures close to the
party, including relatives of Newin Chidchob, an
influential political figure often described as the party’s
de facto power broker.

Following public speculation that the investigation had
been dropped after the February election, the DSI
clarified that the case remains ongoing under the
NACC's authority, with the DSI ready to assist if
requested. [Bangkok Post 3]

A third development concerns former transport
minister Saksayam Chidchob, whose case is also linked
to the same political network. The NACC confirmed
that it had dismissed a petition accusing him of
deliberately filing a false asset declaration. According
to the commission’s secretary-general, the decision
was taken by the full NACC in September 2025,
although it remains unclear whether the case
examined by the commission involved the same facts
considered earlier by the Constitutional Court.

In January 2024, the Constitutional Court ruled 7-1 that
Saksayam had concealed assets by continuing to hold
shares in Burijarearn Construction, a company that
received government contracts, through an
arrangement intended to circumvent legal restrictions
on cabinet ministers owning shares in private firms.
The court concluded that inconsistencies in his
statements and surrounding circumstances indicated
that he retained effective ownership and therefore
ordered the termination of his ministerial position.
[Bangkok Post 4]
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Thailand: United Thai Nation party leader
resigns parliamentary seat to allow
successor to enter parliament

(msz) Pirapan Salirathavibhaga, leader of the United
Thai Nation Party (UTN) and a former deputy prime
minister and energy minister, has resigned as a party-
list member of parliament to allow Atthawit
Suwanpakdee, a deputy leader of the party, to enter
the House of Representatives. Pirapan, who will remain
party leader despite stepping down from parliament,
said the move was intended to give younger party
figures a greater role in shaping policy and
strengthening the party’s political network. [Bangkok
Post]

The UTN is a conservative political party closely
associated with former prime minister Prayut Chan-o-
cha. In the February general election the party suffered
a major electoral setback, securing only two seats in
the 500-member House of Representatives after
previously holding several dozen seats following the
2023 election. UTN's remaining MPs include
Chatchawal Kongudom, the party’'s secretary-general,
while the second seat will now be filled by Atthawit.

Thailand: Data breach adds to mounting
controversies surrounding reformist
opposition party

(msz/Im) Thailand's reformist People’s Party, which
emerged as second-largest party from the February
national polls, is facing renewed scrutiny after a
cybersecurity breach exposed personal data from its
membership database, adding to a series of
controversies affecting the party since the election.
Authorities have already taken administrative action,
while critics are demanding greater accountability over
the incident.

The party said the breach occurred on February 23,
potentially exposing sensitive personal information
submitted during membership applications, including
names, national identification numbers, addresses,
telephone numbers and, in some cases, images of
identification documents. Party leader Natthaphong
Ruengpanyawut said suspicious external access
attempts had been detected and the vulnerability has
since been closed. The party apologized and said it
notified affected members in accordance with
Thailand's Personal Data Protection Act (2019),
although some of the unlawfully obtained data has
appeared on social media.
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The incident has triggered political and legal scrutiny.
Activist Srisuwan Janya has petitioned the Election
Commission, arguing that the breach may constitute
negligence exposing more than 100,000 party
members to identity-related crimes. Technology
specialists have said the party bears responsibility for
the breach but noted that its prompt public
acknowledgement of the incident and notification of
affected members were appropriate initial response
measures. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2]

In response, the Department of Provincial
Administration, which manages Thailand's national civil
registration system, suspended the party's access to
the DOPA Digital ID verification system and its
smartcard-reading software used to verify
identification data. Authorities said the move was
necessary to maintain public confidence in personal
data protection and ordered the party to provide
further details about the breach. [Bangkok Post 3]

The incident represents the latest controversy affecting
the People’s Party since the election. Earlier this year, a
former party parliamentary candidate was convicted
by the Supreme Court in a rape case, prompting
criticism of the party’s candidate screening procedures.
Separately, Thailand's National Anti-Corruption
Commission (NACC) ruled that 44 former Move
Forward lawmakers—now members of the People’s
Party—committed serious ethical violations related to
attempts to amend the country’s lese-majesté law
(Section 112 of the Criminal Code), with the case now
expected to proceed to the Supreme Court.

At the same time, Piyabutr Saengkanokkul, a
prominent constitutional scholar and leading figure in
the earlier reformist movement that produced the
Future Forward and Move Forward parties, has
increasingly distanced himself from the People's Party,
highlighting internal tensions within the broader
reformist camp.

Thailand: Justice Ministry says no parole
request yet filed for ex-prime minister
Thaksin

(Im) Thailand's justice minister said no formal request
has yet been submitted for the parole of former prime
minister Thaksin Shinawatra, despite speculation that
he could soon qualify for early release under normal
correctional procedures.

Thaksin, a former prime minister who dominated Thai
politics in the early 2000s and remains one of the
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country’s most influential political figures, returned to
Thailand from self-imposed exile on August 22, 2023.
On his return he began serving prison sentences in
several corruption-related cases dating from his 2001-
2006 premiership. A royal pardon later reduced the
combined sentences to one year. His detention quickly
became controversial after he spent most of the
period at the Police General Hospital rather than in
prison, citing medical reasons.

Following legal challenges over the handling of his
detention, the Supreme Court ruled on September 9,
2025 that Thaksin must serve the remaining one-year
sentence in prison for abuse of power and conflict of
interest during his time in office. Under Thai
regulations, he becomes eligible for parole after
serving two-thirds of that term, which will occur on
May 9.

The possibility of early release has therefore attracted
close scrutiny. A royalist civic group, the Network of
Students and People for Thailand’s Reform, has
petitioned the justice ministry to examine the process
carefully, raising questions about Thaksin's prisoner
classification and the circumstances surrounding his
earlier hospital stay. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Anti-corruption commission
seeks asset confiscation from former
provincial governor

(Im) Thailand’s National Anti-Corruption Commission
(NACC) has decided to seek the indictment of
Chamroen Thipphayaphongthada, a former provincial
governor who previously served in Phuket, Nakhon Si
Thammarat, Phangnga, and Satun, over alleged
unexplained wealth totaling THB 321.67 million (USD
9.33 million).

The NACC concluded that the assets were abnormally
high or had increased unusually compared with the
official's declared income and asset disclosures. The
commission has therefore ordered that the
investigation file, supporting evidence, and legal
opinion be forwarded to the Office of the Attorney
General, which will petition the court to confiscate the
assets and transfer them to the state if the court
determines they were acquired unlawfully.

Chamroen resigned from the civil service in 2023 after
serving as governor of Satun province and later ran as
a party-list candidate for the Bhumjaithai Party in the
national election that year. [Bangkok Post]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-jtt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-jti/

Thailand: Klatham Party MP investigated
in online gambling case released on bail

(msz/Im) Chonnaput Naksua, a member of parliament
from the Klatham Party, has been released on THB 1
million (USD 29,000) bail while authorities investigate
his alleged links to an illegal online gambling and
money-laundering network. The case is being handled
by the Department of Special Investigation (DSI),
Thailand's special law-enforcement agency responsible
for complex and high-profile criminal cases.

Chonnaput reported to the DSI for questioning and
was later taken to the Criminal Court, where
investigators sought his detention. The court granted
bail and imposed a travel ban while the investigation
continues. The MP denies the accusations, although
investigators say they possess evidence, including
audio recordings, linking him to the alleged gambling
operation. Money-laundering charges connected to
illegal gambling networks can carry prison sentences
exceeding ten years if proven. [Bangkok Post 1]

The investigation has drawn political attention because
of the timing. Rangsiman Rome, a party-list lawmaker
from the reformist People’s Party, urged authorities to
proceed quickly before parliament formally convenes.
Once parliamentary sessions begin, constitutional
provisions on parliamentary immunity could
complicate investigative steps such as summonses or
detention orders, which would then require approval
from the House of Representatives. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Appeal court upholds prison
sentence in royal defamation protest case

(Im) Thailand's Court of Appeal has upheld the
conviction and prison sentence of an activist in a case
brought under Section 112 of the Criminal Code,
Thailand's lese-majesté provision that criminalizes
insults or defamation directed at the monarchy. The
case stems from a protest held outside a police station
in Pathum Thani province on January 14, 2021.

The demonstration had called for the release of
another activist who had been arrested under the
same provision. During the protest, the defendant
made statements deemed insulting to the monarchy
and was subsequently charged with multiple offenses,
including lese-majesté, insulting officials, unlawful
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assembly, and violations of emergency regulations that
were in force during the COVID-19 pandemic.

A lower court initially imposed a combined prison
sentence of five years and eight months, which was
reduced to two years and ten months after the
defendant pleaded guilty. The Appeal Court upheld
both the conviction and the reduced sentence and
ruled that the prison term should not be suspended.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Debate over legal gender
recognition intensifies amid calls for
reform

(Im) Debate over legal gender recognition in Thailand
has resurfaced as policymakers consider whether
transgender individuals should be allowed to amend
honorific titles and gender markers on official
documents.

Advocacy groups are seeking permission to change
titles such as “Mr” to “Miss” on passports and other
state documents so that official records better reflect
gender identity. Supporters argue that mismatches
between appearance and official documentation can
lead to additional scrutiny during immigration checks
and other administrative procedures and increase
exposure to harassment and discrimination.

Critics warn that title changes could be misused for
fraud, including deceptive marriages, while advocates
argue that safeguards used in countries with gender
recognition laws can prevent abuse. Supporters also
say legal gender recognition would not interfere with
medical treatment and could improve access to
healthcare.

The debate forms part of a wider legislative discussion
on gender recognition in Thailand. Although the
country has enacted marriage equality legislation,
transgender and non-binary individuals still lack a legal
mechanism to change their gender status in official
records.

In February 2024, the House of Representatives
rejected in principle a proposed Gender Recognition,
Titles and Protection of Persons of Diverse Gender
Identities Act introduced by a member of the now-
defunct Move Forward Party, a reform-oriented
political party whose successor is the People’s Party.
However, two other proposals remain under
consideration: a citizen-initiated bill on gender identity
recognition supported by more than 12,000 voters,
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and a draft Gender Recognition Act prepared by the
Department of Women's Affairs and Family
Development, a government body under the Ministry
of Social Development and Human Security
responsible for gender equality and family policy.
[Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Rights groups say anti-torture
law faces enforcement gaps three years
after adoption

(Im) Three years after Thailand enacted the Prevention
and Suppression of Torture and Enforced
Disappearance Act, legal experts and human rights
advocates say significant enforcement gaps remain
despite the law's stronger formal framework. The
legislation, adopted in 2022, criminalizes torture and
enforced disappearance—particularly by state
authorities—and was widely seen as a major step
toward aligning Thailand's legal system with
international human rights standards.

Participants at a recent seminar organized by Amnesty
International Thailand and media outlet The Reporter
argued that institutional practices and procedural
weaknesses continue to undermine the law's
effectiveness. Legal experts said cases that could be
prosecuted as torture—offenses carrying serious
penalties and falling under the jurisdiction of the
Criminal Court for Corruption and Misconduct Cases—
are often downgraded to lesser charges such as
assault or malfeasance in office under Section 157 of
the Criminal Code. This practice allows cases to be
resolved more quickly at lower courts or even at the
police level, frequently resulting in suspended
sentences or settlements that limit accountability.

Speakers also highlighted structural barriers to
investigations. Alleged abuses often occur in closed
environments such as military facilities, detention
centers, or schools, where access to evidence is limited
and potential witnesses remain under the authority of
the institutions involved. Lawyers working on torture
and disappearance complaints say witnesses are
frequently reluctant to testify due to fear of retaliation
and weak witness-protection mechanisms.

The National Human Rights Commission of Thailand
acknowledges some improvements since the law
entered into force, including new requirements for
police to wear body cameras during operations.
However, commissioners say victims still face
difficulties obtaining reparations and long-term
support.
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Concerns also persist regarding Thailand's adherence
to the principle of non-refoulement, which prohibits
returning individuals to countries where they risk
torture or persecution. Although Thailand ratified the
International Convention for the Protection of All
Persons from Enforced Disappearance in 2024, rights
groups cite cases such as the deportation of Uyghur
detainees to China in 2025 as raising questions about
whether the country consistently upholds its
international obligations. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Middle East war raises economic
risks as tourism slows and government
accelerates stimulus

(Im) Escalating tensions in the Middle East are
beginning to affect Thailand’'s economic outlook,
slowing tourism growth and raising concerns about
rising energy costs, prompting the government to
introduce measures aimed at sustaining economic
activity.

Thailand's tourism sector has surpassed 7.24 million
international arrivals between January 1 and March 8,
generating approximately THB 356.1 billion (USD 10.3
billion) in tourism revenue. However, officials say the
Middle East conflict is starting to dampen travel
demand. Long-haul arrivals have contracted by about
13 percent, while visitor numbers from Europe and the
Middle East have fallen 18 percent below typical
seasonal levels. Many flights between Europe and Asia
transit Middle Eastern airspace, and disruptions and
security concerns are affecting travel confidence. The
downturn has been most visible in key markets
including Germany, Russia, the United Kingdom,
France, and Israel. [The Nation] [Nikkei Asia]

At the same time, authorities are moving to support
economic activity amid concerns about spillover effects
from the conflict, particularly through higher global
energy prices. The government has instructed agencies
to accelerate public spending and investment
disbursement after delays in releasing approved
budgets. Public investment by government agencies
and state enterprises grew 13 percent year-on-year in
the fourth quarter of 2025, contributing to gross
domestic product growth of 2.5 percent, and officials
aim to sustain this momentum by speeding up the
implementation of existing investment programs.

In parallel, the Office of Small and Medium Enterprises
Promotion (OSMEP)—a government agency
responsible for SME development—has launched a
THB 1.2 billion (USD 35 million) support program
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offering 1 percent interest loans with repayment
periods of up to five years. Loans of up to THB 10
million (USD 290,000) are available for businesses
upgrading technology or operations, THB 10-15 million
(USD 290,000-435,000) for firms expanding
competitiveness, and up to THB 2 million (USD 58,000)
for tourism-related businesses seeking liquidity
support. [Bangkok Post 1]

At the same time, officials are monitoring economic
risks linked to the conflict in the Middle East,
particularly potential impacts on global energy prices.
The Center for Economic and Business Forecasting at
the University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce, an
academic research institute, warned that a prolonged
regional conflict could significantly affect Thailand's
economy. Under its worst-case scenario—an extended
conflict disrupting energy supplies—Thai GDP could fall
by 2.31 percentage points, while higher energy costs,
declining exports and reduced tourism revenue could
produce an economic impact exceeding THB 427
billion (USD 12.4 billion). [Bangkok Post 2]

Concerns about rising costs are also emerging at the
consumer level. Vendors and small businesses in
several provinces report pressure from higher
transport and raw-material costs, which are partly
linked to global energy market uncertainty. Fertilizer
supplies and some agricultural inputs have also
reportedly tightened, raising concerns about possible
price increases for food and agricultural products if
energy prices continue to rise. [Bangkok Post 3]

Thailand: Listed companies report weaker
operating performance in 2025

(Im) Companies listed on the Stock Exchange of
Thailand (SET) reported weaker operating performance
in 2025, reflecting the country’s economic slowdown,
although overall net profits rose due to gains from
investments and corporate restructuring.

According to the SET, 799 companies—about 96
percent of all listed firms—submitted financial results,
with 596 companies (74.6 percent) reporting net
profits. Total sales among listed firms declined 7.2
percent year-on-year to approximately THB 16.3 trillion
(USD 472.7 billion).

Operating performance weakened despite some cost
controls. While companies reduced the cost of sales
and administrative expenses by about 3 percent, core
operating profit fell 9.5 percent to roughly THB 1.07
trillion (USD 31.0 billion). However, profits from
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mergers and acquisitions, restructuring, investments,
and financial instruments helped lift overall net profit
to about THB 1.1 trillion (USD 31.9 billion), an increase
of 20.5 percent compared with 2024.

The slowdown was most visible in sectors such as
energy, petrochemicals, and finance, which were
affected by falling oil prices and monetary policy
easing. By contrast, several industries continued to
expand, including food production—supported by
higher prices for chicken and palm oil—as well as
healthcare and technology, which benefited from
Thailand's ongoing digitalization.

Financial leverage among non-financial listed firms
improved slightly, with the debt-to-equity ratio
declining to 1.28 at the end of 2025 from 1.34 in 2024.

Companies listed on the Market for Alternative
Investment (MAl)—a secondary exchange focused on
smaller firms—also reported weaker results. Their
combined sales declined 2.7 percent to THB 201.3
billion (USD 5.84 billion), while net profits fell sharply
by 64.3 percent to THB 2.29 billion (USD 66.4 million).
As of March 12, the MAI hosted 229 listed companies
with a total market capitalization of THB 213.7 billion
(USD 6.20 billion). [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Middle East war triggers fuel
panic buying as government moves to
secure energy supplies

(Im) Escalating war in the Middle East involving the
United States, Israel, and Iran has begun affecting
Thailand’s energy outlook, prompting government
contingency planning and triggering panic buying at
gasoline stations across several provinces despite
official assurances that national fuel reserves remain
sufficient. Thailand is exposed to disruptions because a
large share of its energy imports normally passes
through the Persian Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz, one
of the world’'s most important maritime chokepoints
for oil and gas shipments.

Security concerns intensified after a Thai-flagged bulk
carrier, the Mayuree Naree, was struck by projectiles
near the Strait of Hormuz on March 11. Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) later claimed
responsibility for the attack, saying the vessel had
ignored warnings issued by Iranian naval forces.
[Bangkok Post 1]

Oil supply risks and fuel market disruptions
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Thailand's exposure to the crisis is particularly
significant in the oil market. Roughly half of the
country’s crude oil imports normally transit the Persian
Gulf, raising concerns about potential supply
disruptions if maritime traffic through the Strait of
Hormuz is interrupted.

Authorities say Thailand currently holds about 96-98
days of crude oil reserves, and officials have stressed
that recent shortages at individual gasoline stations
were caused by panic buying rather than a national
supply shortage. The Department of Energy Business,
which regulates Thailand's fuel market, said the
country holds 1.4 billion liters of commercial reserves
and 3.4 billion liters of legally required strategic
reserves, with additional shipments already en route.
[Bangkok Post 2]

At the same time, refiners and government agencies
are seeking to diversify supply sources. One Thai
refinery recently purchased around 700,000 barrels of
North Sea Forties crude, marking the first reported
Thai purchase of that grade in several years. Officials
have also discussed the possibility of importing
Russian crude oil while negotiations are underway with
several oil-producing countries to secure alternative
supplies. [Bangkok Post 3] [Bangkok Post 4] [Bangkok
Post 5]

Despite official reassurances, fears of supply
disruptions and rising prices triggered a surge in fuel
demand across Thailand. Motorists queued at gasoline
stations in provinces including Tak, Loei, Nakhon
Ratchasima, Suphan Buri, and Nakhon Sawan, with
lines stretching several kilometers in some locations.
Several stations temporarily ran out of fuel—
particularly diesel, whose price has been capped by the
government—while operators introduced temporary
purchase limits to prevent hoarding. In some areas,
fuel demand reportedly rose by 200-300 percent.
[Bangkok Post 6] [Bangkok Post 7] [Bangkok Post 8]

Energy companies attempted to calm markets. PTT Plc,
Thailand's state-controlled oil and gas company, said
guidance circulated to gasoline stations about limiting
purchases was only a precautionary recommendation
to manage unusually high demand rather than a
formal rationing policy. Bangchak Corporation, another
major Thai energy company, briefly introduced
refueling limits before canceling them within a day and
restoring normal sales. [Bangkok Post 9] [Bangkok Post
5]

At the same time, the government’s Oil Fuel Fund,
which subsidizes diesel prices to cushion consumers
from global price increases, is currently losing more
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than THB 1 billion (USD 29 million) per day,
underscoring the fiscal strain created by rising energy
costs. [Bangkok Post 10]

LNG supply and electricity security

In parallel, authorities are also monitoring risks to
liquefied natural gas (LNG) supplies, which are critical
for Thailand's electricity system. Some LNG shipments
destined for Thailand have already cleared the Strait of
Hormuz and are currently en route, helping ensure
fuel availability for power generation during the hot
season, when electricity demand typically peaks.

The Energy Regulatory Commission (ERC)—the agency
responsible for overseeing Thailand'’s electricity and
gas markets—has instructed seven domestic LNG
importers to diversify supply sources beyond the
Middle East. Thailand's electricity system is heavily
dependent on natural gas, which accounts for about
58 percent of the country's power generation mix,
followed by electricity imports from Laos (14 percent),
coal (13 percent), renewables (12 percent), and
hydropower and oil (3 percent). The reliance on gas
has heightened concerns about supply security as the
Middle East conflict disrupts global energy markets.

Global LNG prices have already risen to around USD
23-24 per million British thermal units, nearly double
last year's average, increasing concerns about
electricity costs for households and businesses.
Regulators are therefore examining pricing
mechanisms and considering the expanded use of
hydropower imports and coal-fired generation—both
cheaper alternatives to LNG—to help stabilize
electricity prices if the conflict continues to disrupt
energy markets. [Bangkok Post 11]

Officials are also discussing expanded LNG deliveries
under an existing contract with Cheniere Energy, a
major U.S. LNG exporter, potentially increasing
shipments from 1 million to 1.3 million tons annually.
[Bangkok Post 5]

Thailand: Armed group burns
construction vehicles at roadworks site in
Pattani

(Im) An armed group set fire to construction vehicles at
a roadworks site in Pattani province in Thailand's
southern border region. Authorities have not formally
attributed responsibility, but the attack fits a pattern of
sabotage linked to the long-running insurgency in the
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country’'s southernmost provinces—Pattani, Yala, and
Narathiwat. [Bangkok Post]

Timor-Leste: Competition law approved to
strengthen market regulation

(ms) Timor-Leste's National Parliament has
unanimously approved a new competition law,
marking a key step in strengthening market regulation
and aligning the country with international economic
standards.

The legislation, passed with 60 votes in favor,
establishes a legal framework to promote fair
competition across private, public and cooperative
sectors. It prohibits anti-competitive practices such as
price-fixing, abuse of market dominance and restrictive
agreements that limit competition.

The law also introduces oversight of mergers and
acquisitions, particularly in strategic sectors including
energy, transport, finance and telecommunications. To
enforce the rules, an independent competition
authority will be created with powers to regulate
markets, investigate violations and impose sanctions.

Officials said the reform is aimed at improving
consumer protection and creating a more transparent
and competitive business environment. The law also
supports Timor-Leste's broader economic strategy,
including integration into ASEAN and compliance with
World Trade Organization standards. [Government of
Timor-Leste]

Timor-Leste Approves New Education Law
to Modernize School System

(ms) Timor-Leste's National Parliament has
unanimously approved a new basic education law
aimed at modernizing the country’s school system and
improving access and quality across all levels.

The legislation, passed with 56 votes in favor, replaces
the 2008 education framework and covers pre-school,
primary, secondary, technical-vocational and non-
formal education. Officials said the reform aligns with
the government's goal of strengthening inclusivity and
ensuring that “no child is left behind.”

The law introduces curriculum updates, new teaching
materials and expanded teacher training programs. It
also formalizes merit-based recruitment and
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establishes a national pool of teachers to address
shortages, particularly in remote areas.

In addition, the government plans to continue
investing in school infrastructure, digital tools and
inclusive education programs to improve learning
outcomes.

The reform comes as Timor-Leste faces challenges
such as limited resources, uneven access to education
and a young, rapidly growing population. Analysts say
the updated legal framework is a necessary step to
improve long-term human capital and support
economic development. [Government of Timor-Leste]

Vietham: Government issues digital
conduct guidelines amid ongoing content
controls

(hn/ms) Vietnam'’s Ministry of Culture, Sports and
Tourism has issued new guidelines on online behavior,
aimed at promoting what authorities describe as
“responsible” and “culturally appropriate” use of social
media.

The Code of Conduct applies to individuals, companies,
digital platforms and service providers, and calls on
users to avoid sharing unverified information, respect
others online and follow legal and ethical standards. It
also discourages content deemed offensive,
discriminatory or harmful.

While framed as a measure to combat misinformation
and improve online discourse, the guidelines come in
the context of Vietnam'’s already tightly regulated
digital environment. Authorities have long maintained
broad powers to monitor and remove online content,
particularly political speech critical of the state.

The new rules also place obligations on platforms to
detect and prevent so-called “fake news,” cooperate
with authorities and provide reporting tools, raising
concerns about potential pressure on companies to
enforce government-aligned content standards.

Influencers are encouraged to promote “positive” and
educational content and disclose advertising, reflecting
a broader effort to shape online narratives. Observers
note that while the guidelines are presented as
voluntary, they reinforce existing expectations for
compliance in a system where digital expression is
closely managed. [Vietnamnews] [Vietnamnet]
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Vietnam: Parliamentary elections
highlight continued dominance of
Communist Party

(hn/ms) Vietnam held parliamentary elections on
March 15, with nearly 79 million voters selecting
members of the National Assembly in a process that
largely reinforces the ruling Communist Party's control
over the political system.

Although 864 candidates contested 500 seats, all were
vetted and approved by the Communist Party, with
about 93 percent of candidates being party members.
The party already occupies around 97 percent of seats
in the current legislature.

The elections are one of the country's few formal
electoral exercises, but key political decisions —
including leadership appointments — are typically
determined in advance within party structures. The
National Assembly plays a role in passing legislation
but has limited capacity to challenge major policy
directions.

Election results are expected to be announced on 23
March, with the new parliament convening in early
April to approve top state leaders previously
nominated by the party. Party chief To Lam is widely
expected to also become president, potentially
consolidating both roles in a system similar to that of
China. [Reuters] [Apnews] [Viethamnews]

Vietnam: Authorities promote remote
work and use price fund to curb fuel crisis

(hn) Vietnam's trade ministry has urged businesses to
allow employees to work from home to reduce travel
and fuel consumption amid supply disruptions and
rising energy prices linked to the war involving Iran.
Vietnam, which relies heavily on energy imports from
the Middle East, has been significantly affected by the
disruption.

Fuel prices have surged sharply, with gasoline rising
about 32 percent, diesel 56 percent, and kerosene 80
percent, leading to long queues at petrol stations in
Hanoi. Authorities have also warned against hoarding
fuel.

To stabilize supply, Pham Minh Chinh contacted
leaders of Kuwait, Qatar, and United Arab Emirates to
secure fuel imports, while the government temporarily
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removed fuel import tariffs until the end of April.
[Reuters] [Newstraittimes]

On March 14, authorities also decided to keep retail
fuel prices unchanged by continuing to use the fuel
price stabilization fund. Prices remain the same as the
previous adjustment on March 12, with E5 RON 92 at
22,500 VND per liter (about USD 0.90) and RON 95 at
25,570 VND per liter (about USD 1.02). Diesel is priced
at 27,020 VND per liter (about USD 1.08), kerosene at
26,930 VND per liter (about USD 1.08), and mazut at
18,660 VND per kilogram (about USD 0.75).

To prevent price increases, regulators released 4,000-
5,000 VND per liter (about USD 0.16 - USD 0.20) from
the stabilization fund. In the last five price
adjustments, authorities have repeatedly used the
fund to curb rising fuel prices.

Officials said the fund could support price stabilization
for about 15 more days. Authorities are also
considering additional measures such as reducing
environmental protection taxes on fuel and expanding
national and commercial fuel reserves to strengthen
energy security and respond to global market volatility.
[Dantri, in Vietnamese]

Vietnam: Journalist arrested on “anti-
state propaganda” charges

(hn) Vietnamese authorities have arrested journalist Le
Anh Hung on charges of “propaganda against the
state,” highlighting the continued use of national
security laws to regulate political expression and online
content.

Hung was detained on March 9 and charged under
Article 117 of the penal code, which criminalizes the
production and dissemination of content deemed
harmful to the state and carries penalties of up to 20
years in prison. He previously served a five-year
sentence under Article 331, a separate provision
related to the “abuse of democratic freedoms,” and
was released in 2023.

He has contributed to independent outlets and
maintained a personal blog, placing him among a
group of writers and commentators operating outside
Vietnam's state-controlled media system. Several
members of the Independent Journalists Association of
Vietnam, with which Hung is affiliated, have also been
prosecuted in recent years.
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The case reflects a broader pattern in which
authorities apply legal provisions such as Articles 117
and 331 to address dissent, particularly in the digital
space. In parallel, the government has increased
efforts to monitor online activity and require platforms
to remove content considered unlawful.

Separately, authorities in Da Nang recently questioned
awoman over a Facebook comment related to the
now-concluded National Assembly elections. Police
said the post could contribute to the spread of
misleading information. The woman deleted the
comment and signed a pledge not to repeat the action,
in line with broader efforts by officials to monitor and
guide online discussion around political events.

According to international monitoring groups, Vietnam
remains among the countries with the highest number
of imprisoned journalists. The government maintains
that such measures are necessary to safeguard
political stability and public order, while observers note
that they also limit the scope of independent reporting
and public debate within the country’'s one-party
system. [CPJ] [Dantri, in Viethamese]

Vietnam: International consortium plans
USD 2.1 billion Al data center in Ho Chi
Minh City

(hn) Ho Chi Minh City People's Committee held a
meeting with international investors to discuss a USD
2.1 billion Al data center project at Tan Phu Trung
Industrial Park. During the meeting, the city’s
Department of Science and Technology signed a
memorandum of understanding with Accelerated
Infrastructure Capital to cooperate on the investment.

The project will be developed by a joint venture
including Accelerated Infrastructure Capital and Kinh
Bac City Development Holding Corporation, with full
investment expected to be disbursed by early next
year. The facility will include advanced data center
infrastructure and, in its first phase, launch an Al
factory with up to 50 MW of IT/GPU capacity and
around 28,000 GPUs.

City officials said the project will support digital
transformation and the digital economy, while
attracting high-tech firms in Al, cloud computing, and
semiconductors. Authorities also aim for the center to
strengthen Ho Chi Minh City’s role as a regional hub for
Al computing infrastructure and digital technology.
[Viethamnews]
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Vietnam: Approval of major infrastructure
projects in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City

(hn) Vietnam is advancing two major transport
projects, with authorities approving a new expressway
in the north and preparing a metro expansion in the
south.

In Hanoi, the government has approved a 41.3-km
expressway connecting the planned Gia Binh
International Airport in Bac Ninh Province with central
Hanoi. The project, estimated at VND 83 trillion (USD
3.3 billion), is being fast-tracked to support
preparations for the APEC 2027 summit. The route will
include a 10-lane section in Bac Ninh and is expected
to improve access to the future airport, which is
planned to handle up to 30 million passengers
annually by 2030. [Vnexpress, in Vietnamese]

In Ho Chi Minh City, authorities are finalizing
preparations to begin construction of the 6.2-km Ben
Thanh-Thu Thiem metro segment, part of the city's
second metro line. The project aims to strengthen
connections between central districts and new urban
areas, and to improve links between major transport
hubs.

These developments take place within a broader
expansion of Vietnam'’s transport infrastructure. In
recent years, the country has significantly accelerated
expressway construction, with total highway length
increasing rapidly and large sections of the North-
South Expressway already completed. The government
has set targets to expand the national expressway
network to around 5,000 kilometers by 2030, alongside
continued investment in airports, seaports and urban
rail systems.

This push reflects efforts to address congestion,
reduce logistics costs and support industrial growth,
although implementation continues to face challenges
related to land acquisition, financing and coordination
across projects. [Tuoitrenews]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia
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IEA emergency oil release prioritizes Asia
as Middle East conflict disrupts global

energy supply

(acs/Im) The International Energy Agency (IEA)—an
intergovernmental organization that coordinates
energy security among major consuming countries—
has launched a 400 million-barrel emergency release
from strategic oil reserves, prioritizing supplies to
Asian markets as the conflict in the Middle East
disrupts global energy flows. The agency said oil
deliveries to Asia, including the Maldives, India, and Sri
Lanka, was set to begin from March 16, while supplies
to Europe and the Americas are expected later in the
month.

The release represents the largest coordinated
emergency stock draw in the IEA’s history, surpassing
the 182 million barrels released during the 2022
Ukraine crisis. According to the agency, about 72
percent of the released volumes consist of crude oil,
with the remainder refined products. Stocks held in the
Asia-Oceania region are being deployed first to
address immediate supply shortages.

The supply shock follows the near-complete disruption
of tanker traffic through the Strait of Hormuz, the
world’s most important oil transit corridor, after
escalating conflict sharply reduced shipments through
the chokepoint. Export volumes through the strait
have reportedly fallen to less than 10 percent of pre-
conflict levels, forcing production cutbacks in Gulf
exporting countries and disrupting refinery operations
across the region. Oil futures have risen above USD
100 per barrel, reflecting concerns that prolonged
disruptions could tighten global supply further. [The
sun]

Regional governments are increasingly assessing the
economic implications of the crisis. On March 13,
foreign ministers from the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN)—a regional political and
economic organization of ten Southeast Asian states—


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

held a special virtual meeting to discuss the conflict
and its implications for regional stability. In a
statement issued by the ASEAN chair, ministers
expressed concern over the escalation following Israeli
and United States strikes against Iran on February 28
and subsequent retaliatory actions by Tehran. They
warned that the conflict threatens civilian safety and
global economic stability and called on all parties to
exercise restraint and respect international law.

ASEAN economic officials are also evaluating the
potential impact on inflation, trade flows, and energy
security, as many Southeast Asian economies rely
heavily on oil and liquefied natural gas imports from
the Gulf region. Governments across the region have
begun reviewing contingency measures as shipping
disruptions and higher energy prices increase pressure
on export-dependent economies. [ASEAN] [Reuters]

China’s shipping group COSCO suspends
Panama Canal-linked operations

(ms) China's state-owned COSCO Shipping, one of the
world’s largest shipping groups, has suspended
operations at Panama’s Balboa port, a move that
brings a politically charged dispute over canal-linked
infrastructure into day-to-day trade flows.

Balboa lies at the Pacific entrance to the Panama Canal
and is one of two ports caught in a broader contest
involving Panama, the United States and China. The
immediate issue is operational, but the backdrop is
geopolitical: control over strategic ports near one of
the world’s most important shipping routes.

COSCO's suspension follows a major legal and
ownership shake-up. In late January, Panama’s
Supreme Court annulled the contract under which a
unit of CK Hutchison, the Hong Kong-based
infrastructure conglomerate, had operated Balboa and
Cristobal. Temporary control of Balboa has since been
handed to APM Terminals, the port operator owned by
Denmark’s Maersk, for up to 18 months.

In a notice to clients, COSCO said empty containers
should be returned to terminals in Colon province
rather than Balboa. The company did not publicly
explain why it halted operations or whether the
measure is temporary. That leaves uncertainty for
customers using the port and for the shipping network
around the canal more broadly.

The practical significance is straightforward. When a
major carrier suspends calls at a strategic port, cargo
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may need to be rerouted, containers repositioned and
logistics schedules adjusted. That can raise costs and
complicate planning even if the port itself remains
open and under interim management.

The dispute began after US President Donald Trump
pushed for Chinese-linked control to be removed from
ports at the entrances to the Panama Canal, framing
the issue as one of strategic influence over a critical
global trade route. That pressure built around Balboa
and Cristobal, the two terminals long operated by a
unit of CK Hutchison, the Hong Kong infrastructure
group. In late January, Panama’s Supreme Court
annulled those contracts, and temporary operations at
Balboa were later handed to APM Terminals, the
Maersk-owned port operator. [Bloomberg] [Reuters]
[South China Morning Post]

EU sanctions Chinese and Iranian firms
over cyberattacks on infrastructure and
elections

(ms) The European Union has imposed sanctions on
two Chinese companies and one Iranian firm over their
alleged involvement in cyberattacks targeting member
states, marking a further escalation in Brussels' efforts
to counter digital security threats.

The measures, announced by the Council of the EU,
target China-based Integrity Technology Group and
Anxun Information Technology, as well as Iran’s
Emennet Pasargad. Two individuals linked to Anxun
were also sanctioned. The restrictions include asset
freezes, travel bans, and a prohibition on EU
individuals and companies providing funds or
economic resources to those listed.

According to EU officials, Integrity Technology Group
enabled cyber operations that compromised more
than 65,000 devices across six member states between
2022 and 2023. Anxun Information Technology, also
known as i-Soon, was accused of offering “hack-for-
hire” services targeting critical infrastructure and
government functions in Europe and beyond.

The Iranian company Emennet Pasargad was linked to
multiple incidents, including the theft of subscriber
data from the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo
and attempts to spread disinformation during the 2024
Paris Olympic Games. Authorities said the group also
interfered with communications systems affecting EU
citizens.
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The sanctions build on a broader EU framework
established in 2019 to deter and respond to malicious
cyber activities. With the latest listings, the bloc's cyber
sanctions regime now applies to 19 individuals and
seven entities.

The move reflects growing concern among European
policymakers over state-linked cyber operations and
the use of private contractors in espionage and
influence campaigns. It also aligns with similar actions
taken by the United States and the United Kingdom
against some of the same entities.

EU officials said the bloc would continue working with
international partners to safeguard digital
infrastructure and promote a “free, open and secure
cyberspace,” as geopolitical tensions increasingly
extend into the cyber domain. [European Council]
[Politico] [Reuters]

Japanese defense minister to visit
Southeast Asia to advance security
cooperation and arms exports

(dgl) Defense Minister Shinjiro Koizumi plans visits to
the Philippines and Indonesia in early May to promote
expanded security ties and defense equipment
exports, as Tokyo prepares to ease restrictions under
its arms transfer framework.

Talks with Philippine Defense Secretary Gilberto
Teodoro and Indonesian Defense Minister Sjafrie
Sjamsoeddin are expected to focus on potential
exports, including used Maritime Self-Defense Force
vessels. Manila, facing tensions with China in the South
China Sea, has shown interest in second-hand frigates,
while Jakarta is reportedly considering Japanese
submarines.

The visits coincide with planned revisions to Japan’s
arms export rules, including scrapping existing
category limits, and follow ongoing defense
cooperation efforts such as radar exports to the
Philippines.

Separately, Koizumi is set to visit Australia for talks
with Richard Marles, with a contract for upgraded
Mogami-class frigates expected soon. [The Asahi
Shimbun]
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South Korea comes under pressure over
US request to deploy warships to secure
shipping through Strait of Hormuz

(co) The Lee Jae Myung administration is deliberating
whether it should send warships to secure shipping
through the Strait of Hormuz, after Donald Trump
called on Seoul and other countries to help in keeping
the Strait open and safe.

The request forces the government of Lee Jae Myung
to balance alliance commitments to Washington with
the risks of becoming entangled in the escalating
conflict involving Iran. According to a government
official, Seoul is closely monitoring Trump's remarks on
social media and will carefully review the matter in
close coordination with Washington. Analysts say Seoul
could consider deploying the Navy's Cheonghae Unit to
escort commercial vessels, though joining a US-led
operation would likely require parliamentary approval.
[The Korea Times]

Civic groups, mostly progressive and liberal, urged the
government to reject the request, citing security risks
and legal challenges. [The Korea Herald]

South Korean Prime Minister says Trump
remains open to talks with North Korea

(co) Prime Minister Kim Min-seok on March 13 said
Donald Trump remains open to renewed dialogue with
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un but indicated the
timing of a potential meeting remains uncertain.

Speaking after talks with Trump at the White House,
Kim said the US president views a meeting with the
North Korean leader positively, though it may or may
not occur during his planned visit to China. The
remarks come amid speculation that Trump could
revive personal diplomacy with the North Korean
leader during his planned summit with Xi Jinping.

As part of President Lee’s engagement strategy, Seoul
encourages US involvement to revive even limited
opportunities for dialogue. [Yonhap News Agency]

Taiwan'’s Kaohsiung links with U.S. and
Japan to deepen semiconductor
cooperation
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(dgl/yl) Taiwan's southern city of Kaohsiung has signed
a trilateral MOU with Arizona and Japan’s Kumamoto
Prefecture to strengthen cooperation in
semiconductor development, marking an unusual
move by a Taiwanese municipality to build formal
international industrial partnerships.

Mayor Chen Chi-mai concluded the agreement with
Arizona Governor Katie Hobbs and Kumamoto
Governor Takashi Kimura, with the framework aimed
at enhancing supply chain security and reinforcing
coordination among democratic economies. The
initiative builds on the shared presence of Taiwan
Semiconductor Manufacturing Company across all
three locations, where the firm is expanding major
fabrication and packaging investments. [Taiwan News]

Chen is leading a delegation to the United States to
deepen engagement with industry, government and
academia, as the city seeks to consolidate its position
in global semiconductor and Al supply chains. [Focus
Taiwan]

Indian foreign minister discusses Middle
East crisis and strategic cooperation with
European counterparts in Brussels

(dqgl) India and the European Union discussed the
escalating tensions in the Middle East during talks in
Brussels on March 15-16, where Indian Minister of
External Affairs Subrahmanyam Jaishankar met
European Union (EU) foreign ministers at the invitation
of EU foreign policy chief Kaja Kallas. The consultations
focused on the worsening regional situation and its
broader global implications, alongside discussions on
the war in Ukraine and developments in the Indo-
Pacific. [Ministry of External Affairs, India]

During the meeting of the European Union Foreign
Affairs Council, Jaishankar and European counterparts
also reviewed cooperation in trade, investment,
technology, mobility and defense. The talks took place
amid rising tensions involving Iran, Israel and the
United States, raising concerns about energy supplies
and maritime security in the Gulf region.

Jaishankar highlighted the impact of the escalating
conflict involving Iran, warning that instability in the
Middle East poses risks to India’s energy supplies,
trade routes, and large expatriate community in the
region. New Delhi has urged de-escalation while
maintaining dialogue with Tehran, reflecting India’s
effort to navigate the crisis without aligning directly
with any side.
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Furthermore, Jaishankar said India aims to significantly
deepen its strategic partnership with the EU, including
through closer defense cooperation and potential
arms deals, as geopolitical tensions push New Delhi
and Brussels toward stronger alignment. He
highlighted that the recently concluded negotiations
EU-India trade agreement (see AiR No. 4,
January/2026, 4), marked only the beginning of a
broader strategic shift in relations. He pointed to plans
to negotiate a security of information agreement that
could facilitate deeper defense industrial cooperation,
including possible European procurement of Indian-
made ammunition, drones, and counter-drone
systems. He also emphasized industrial cooperation
such as an agreement with Airbus to manufacture in
India as a model for future collaboration.

However, India’s continued engagement with Russia —
including energy purchases despite Western sanctions
and ongoing contacts between Narendra Modi and
Vladimir Putin — remains a sensitive issue in EU
relations. Jaishankar acknowledged that European
counterparts may raise concerns but described India’s
approach as “balanced” and guided by what he termed
“values-based realism.” [POLITICO]Top of Form

Jaishankar additionally met Ursula von der Leyen,
president of the European Commission, with both
sides stressing the need to de-escalate the crisis. In
bilateral meetings with Belgium’s foreign minister
Maxime Prévot, the two countries agreed to establish a
strategic dialogue to expand cooperation in trade,
investment, semiconductors, health and technology.

Separate talks with Germany’s foreign minister Johann
Wadephul reviewed bilateral relations following the
recent India visit of German Chancellor Friedrich Merz,
while discussions with Slovakia’s Juraj Blanar and
Greece's Giorgos Gerapetritis covered cooperation in
manufacturing, defense, space, connectivity and trade.
[Deccan Herald] [The Tribune]

India consults BRICS partners on Middle
East crisis as conflict diplomacy
intensifies

(dqgl) Amid the escalating Iran-US-Israel conflict (2026),
India has begun consultations with fellow BRICS
members to develop a common position on the crisis.
New Delhi—currently holding the bloc's presidency—is
engaging partners within the grouping in hopes of
forging a coordinated response. [The Tribune]
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The efforts come as the conflict emerges as a major
test for the cohesion of BRICS, exposing deep divisions
within the expanded grouping and limiting its ability to
formulate a common response.

Despite Iran being a member, the bloc has not issued a
joint statement on the US-Israeli strikes that began on
February 28, highlighting the difficulty of aligning the
differing geopolitical priorities of its members. While
Russia, China, and Brazil condemned the attacks on
Iran, India, has maintained cautious neutrality—
criticizing Iranian strikes on Gulf states but avoiding
direct condemnation of the United States or Israel as it
balances ties with both sides. South Africa took a more
cautious stance, voicing general concern without
assigning blame.

The crisis has been further complicated by Iranian
missile and drone attacks targeting the United Arab
Emirates, another BRICS member, and strikes on Saudi
Arabia and Gulf energy infrastructure. Saudi Arabia—
participating in BRICS forums but not formally a
member—has also reconsidered deeper engagement
with the bloc as its confrontation with Iran intensifies.
[The New York Times] [Firstpost]

Pakistan-Afghanistan cross-border
fighting intensifies as Chinese mediation
attempts stall

(Im) Fighting between Pakistan and Afghanistan has
entered its third week following a major escalation
along their approximately 2,600-kilometer border in
late February, with both sides conducting air strikes,
drone operations, and ground engagements in what
marks the most serious confrontation since the Taliban
returned to power in Kabul in 2021.

The current escalation—following a Qatar-mediated
ceasefire in October 2025 and unsuccessful follow-up
negotiations hosted in Turkiye—was triggered on
February 26, when Pakistan conducted air strikes
inside Afghanistan targeting what it described as
infrastructure linked to Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan
(TTP), an armed group responsible for attacks inside
Pakistan. Islamabad has long accused Afghanistan’s
Taliban authorities of harboring the group, an
allegation Kabul denies. Afghan forces subsequently
targeted Pakistani border posts, initiating a sustained
cycle of cross-border strikes and retaliatory operations.

The latest escalation point emerged on March 16,
when Afghan authorities accused Pakistan of striking a
drug rehabilitation hospital in Kabul, claiming that at
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least 400 people were killed and around 250 injured.
Pakistan rejected the allegation, stating that its
operations targeted only military installations and
militant support infrastructure in Kabul and
Nangarhar. [Daily Mirror]

Beyond this incident, military activity has expanded
across multiple domains. Pakistan stated that during
overnight strikes on March 12-13 it targeted several
locations across Afghanistan, infrastructure associated
with a corps headquarters and an ammunition dump
in Kabul; a militant training camp and an oil storage
facility in Kandahar, a major city in southern
Afghanistan; and a militant camp in Paktia, an eastern
border province adjacent to Pakistan. Pakistan’s
information ministry said that since the start of the
operation more than 650 Afghan Taliban fighters have
been killed and around 70 militant infrastructure sites
destroyed. [Arab News 1] [Arab News 2]

Afghan authorities disputed these claims and accused

Pakistan of carrying out further air strikes in Kabul and
Kandahar province that killed at least four civilians and
damaged civilian infrastructure, including fuel facilities
near Kandahar airport. [Al Jazeera] [abc News]

During the same period, Pakistani security forces said
they intercepted multiple drones launched from
Afghanistan toward cities including Quetta, Kohat and
Rawalpindi. Pakistani authorities stated that the
drones were neutralized before reaching their targets.
However, falling debris from intercepted drones
injured four civilians, including two children in Quetta.
Pakistan's President Asif Ali Zardari said the attempted
drone attacks on civilian areas had “crossed a red line,”
warning that Afghanistan’s Taliban authorities would
face “grave consequences.” [Arab News 3] [Arab News
4] [Arab News 5]

Mutual accusations regarding civilian deaths have
since continued. On March 15-16, both sides again
reported civilian deaths from cross-border shelling,
with Pakistan blaming Afghan fire in Bajaur district and
Afghan officials reporting casualties from Pakistani
strikes in Khost province. [Arab News 6]

The escalation is occurring alongside a deteriorating
internal security environment in Pakistan’s
northwestern regions, where ongoing operations
against militant groups and attacks targeting security
forces continue. Islamabad attributes these
developments to cross-border militant networks,
reinforcing its justification for operations inside
Afghanistan. [Arab News 7] [Arab News 8] [Arab News
9] [Arab News 10]
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Diplomatic efforts have so far yielded limited results.
China has engaged both sides through its special
envoy, including consultations in Islamabad and Kabul
between March 7 and 14, and has called for a return to
negotiations. The effort reflects Beijing's strategic
interest in regional stability, particularly given its
significant investments in Pakistan under the Belt and
Road Initiative, a global infrastructure strategy led by
the Chinese government. However, recent reporting
suggests limited progress, with Pakistan showing little
willingness to pursue mediation in the absence of
changes in Afghanistan’s position on militant groups.
[Arab News 11] [Arab News 12] [Arab News 13]

Cambodia launches anti-fake news
campaign with Lancang-Mekong funding

(dgl) Cambodia’s Ministry of Information has launched
a “Zero Fake News"” campaign aimed at combating
misinformation, with financial support from the
Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Special Fund. The
initiative was introduced at a ceremony in Phnom Penh
on March 12.

The campaign seeks to raise public awareness about
the risks and impacts of misinformation while
encouraging cooperation in preventing the spread of
false information both domestically and across
borders. Stakeholders from other Lancang-Mekong
countries—including Laos, Vietnam, Myanmar and
China—are expected to participate in the initiative.

The Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Special Fund was
launched in 2016 to finance small- and medium-scale
projects among the six member states—China,
Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam.
[Cambodianess]

Indonesia and Australia to expand
security cooperation with Japan and
Papua New Guinea

(jn) Indonesia and Australia plan to expand their
bilateral security cooperation to include Japan and
Papua New Guinea, Indonesian Defence Minister
Sjafrie Sjamsoeddin said after meeting Australian
Defence Minister Richard Marles in Jakarta on March
12. The two sides discussed establishing trilateral
security arrangements involving Indonesia, Australia
and Japan, as well as Indonesia, Australia and Papua
New Guinea.
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The ministers also discussed strengthening intelligence
cooperation between Indonesia and Australia. The
talks follow the signing of the “Treaty on Common
Security” between Indonesian President Prabowo
Subianto and Australian Prime Minister Anthony
Albanese in February, which commits both countries to
closer consultation on security matters.

During the meeting, the two sides also explored the
possibility of developing a joint military training facility
on Morotai Island in North Maluku by upgrading
existing defence infrastructure. Indonesian officials
said the facility would remain under Indonesian
ownership but could host training activities involving
partner countries. [Al Jazeera]

According to the Indonesian defence minister, military
personnel from several countries, including the
Philippines, Australia and Singapore, could potentially
access the facility, alongside another training site
currently being developed in North Kalimantan with
Singapore. [Reuters]

Indonesia strengthens international
cooperation against transnational crime

(jn) Indonesia is expanding international cooperation
to combat transnational crimes such as drug
trafficking, human trafficking, terrorism, cybercrime
and financial fraud. Authorities are intensifying
collaboration through bilateral agreements, regional
frameworks and global policing networks to improve
intelligence sharing and coordinated law enforcement
operations.

The Indonesian National Police works with
organizations such as Interpol and ASEANAPOL to
facilitate cross-border investigations, joint operations
and training. Jakarta has also strengthened bilateral
cooperation with partners including Malaysia,
Thailand, Australia and the United States, focusing on
cybercrime prevention, anti-trafficking operations and
financial crime investigations. [Indo-Pacific Defense
Forum]

Amid the escalation, Indonesia has also begun
evacuating its citizens from Iran. A first group of 32
Indonesian nationals is expected to arrive in Jakarta
after traveling through Baku, Azerbaijan, as authorities
continue to monitor the security situation in the
region. [Jakarta Globe]
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UN expert warns Middle East war could
deepen Myanmar crisis

(su) The United Nations Special Rapporteur on human
rights in Myanmar, Tom Andrews, warned on March 13
that the war in the Middle East risks worsening
Myanmar's humanitarian and human rights crisis as
global attention and aid shift away from the country.
Speaking in Geneva, Andrews said Myanmar was
already facing a severe decline in humanitarian
funding even before the conflict escalated following
US-Israeli strikes on Iran on February 28. He cautioned
that further diversion of international resources could
significantly reduce support for civilians affected by the
ongoing conflict.

According to Andrews, Myanmar’'s humanitarian needs
continue to rise while assistance has declined amid
broader reductions in international aid funding. He
warned that the crisis could become increasingly
overlooked globally, potentially weakening
international support for humanitarian relief and
protection efforts in the country.

The UN expert also highlighted the escalation of
military attacks on civilians in Myanmar. He noted that
the number of aerial attacks on civilian targets had
increased sharply since the 2021 coup, rising from nine
incidents in the first year of military rule to more than
1,100 such attacks last year. Andrews urged the
international community to maintain pressure on
Myanmar’s military leadership and warned against
recognizing a civilian government emerging from
elections widely criticized by observers. [The
[rrawaddy]

Timor-Leste leads cooperation talks
among Portuguese-speaking countries

(ms) Timor-Leste is taking a more visible role on the
international stage by chairing a key meeting of
Portuguese-speaking countries, highlighting its efforts
to expand diplomatic and economic ties beyond
Southeast Asia.

The meeting, held in Lisbon on March 12-13, brought
together representatives from nine countries that
share Portuguese as an official language, including
Brazil, Angola and Portugal. Timor-Leste's foreign
minister, Bendito dos Santos Freitas, opened the
session, stressing the importance of cooperation in
areas such as education, health and technical
development.
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Participants reviewed joint programs and assessed
progress made over the past three decades, while also
preparing a new strategic plan for 2027-2033. The
discussions took place under the framework of the
Community of Portuguese Language Countries (CPLP),
which promotes political coordination and
development cooperation among its members.

For Timor-Leste, one of Asia’s youngest nations,
leading the talks is significant. The country assumed
the rotating presidency of the CPLP for 2026-2027 and
is using the position to strengthen its international
profile.

The role also complements Timor-Leste's recent entry
into the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) in 2025. By engaging both regional and global
partners, the government aims to diversify its
economic and political relationships. [Government of
Timor-Leste]

Bangladesh and India discuss expanding
transport, energy, and digital connectivity

(Im) Bangladesh and India discussed expanding
bilateral economic cooperation, including
strengthening transport, energy, and digital
connectivity, during a meeting in Dhaka between the
Indian High Commissioner to Bangladesh and the
Prime Minister's adviser on finance and planning.

The talks focused on improving cross-border
infrastructure links and exploring new areas of
collaboration aligned with the development priorities
of both countries. Connectivity projects between
Bangladesh and India have expanded in recent years
and form a central pillar of bilateral cooperation,
particularly in transport corridors, cross-border
electricity trade, and regional energy integration.

In separate discussions with Bangladesh'’s finance and
planning minister, the Indian envoy also addressed
broader economic cooperation, including collaboration
in the financial sector, emerging areas such as the
digital economy and artificial intelligence, and
measures aimed at improving the ease of doing
business to encourage greater investment and deeper
economic ties between the two neighboring countries.
[Dhaka Tribune]
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Bangladesh seeks stronger trade and
diplomatic cooperation with France

(Im) Bangladesh and France discussed expanding
cooperation in trade, investment, climate action, and
security during a meeting in Dhaka between the
French ambassador and the State Minister for Foreign
Affairs at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Bangladesh used the meeting to signal interest in
strengthening trade and investment relations with the
European Union (EU). The EU is Bangladesh'’s largest
export market, particularly for the country’'s garment
sector, which relies heavily on preferential market
access under the European Union's Everything But
Arms scheme—an EU trade arrangement that grants
duty-free and quota-free access to the EU market for
all products from least developed countries except
weapons and ammunition.

During the discussions, Bangladesh also sought
France's support for its candidacy for the presidency of
the eighty-first session of the United Nations General
Assembly for the 2026-2027 term, a rotating position
elected annually by UN member states. [Dhaka
Tribune]

Brunei eyes Indonesia partnership to
advance energy transition and strengthen
supply security

(dgl) Indonesian Minister of Energy and Mineral
Resources Bahlil Lahadalia held talks in Tokyo with
Mohamad Azmi Mohd Hanifah, Brunei Deputy Minister
(Energy), as Brunei signaled growing interest in
Indonesia’s energy diversification and transition
efforts.

Brunei, which relies on gas for nearly all of its power
generation, is seeking to expand capacity significantly
while reducing dependence on gas and is looking to
Indonesia’s experience in developing a more
diversified energy mix, including renewables.
Discussions also covered potential cooperation in oil
supply, with Indonesia open to importing crude from
Brunei to bolster domestic energy security.

The meeting further explored technical collaboration,
particularly Brunei's interest in adopting enhanced oil
recovery (EOR) methods used by Indonesia’s state
energy firm to boost output from aging fields. [Antara]
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Cambodia, Singapore reaffirm
commitment to expand cooperation
across key sectors

(dql) Vivian Balakrishnan, Singapore’s Minister for
Foreign Affairs, met with Cambodian Deputy Prime
Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs Prak Sokhonn
on March 11 in Singapore to reinforce bilateral ties and
explore expanded cooperation.

Building on momentum from the 60th anniversary of
diplomatic relations, both sides agreed to deepen
collaboration in priority areas including food security,
renewable energy, and the digital economy. The
discussions also reflected a shared interest in
advancing economic and technological partnerships.

The ministers exchanged views on regional issues,
notably the Cambodia-Thailand border situation,
expressing support for maintaining the ceasefire and
resolving tensions through dialogue. [Kiripost]

The meeting took place during Sokhonn'’s visit to
Singapore that was part of his three-nation tour last
week which also included Australia and New Zealand.

Cambodia targeted in U.S. probe into
manufacturing overcapacity

(dgl) Cambodia is among 16 economies being
investigated by the United States over alleged
structural overcapacity in manufacturing sectors under
Section 301 of the Trade Act of 1974. The investigation,
announced on March 11 by U.S. Trade Representative
Jamieson Greer, will examine whether government
policies in the targeted economies contribute to excess
production that could disadvantage U.S. industry.

Other economies under review include China, the
European Union, Japan, India, South Korea, Vietnam,
Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore, Switzerland,
Norway, Taiwan, Bangladesh and Mexico. According to
U.S. officials, the probe will assess whether industrial
policies in these economies create excess production
that burdens or restricts U.S. commerce.

The measure reflects the administration of Donald
Trump's broader push to revive domestic
manufacturing and reshore key supply chains. U.S.
officials argue that persistent overproduction in
foreign manufacturing sectors can undermine
American industry by displacing domestic output or
discouraging investment in U.S. production.
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Economies included in the probe may submit written
comments or request participation in hearings by April
15, with hearings scheduled to begin on May 5.
[Cambodianess]

Cambodian Foreign Minister Prak
Sokhonn meets Australian foreign
minister, defense minister for security
discussions

(dgl) Cambodian Deputy Prime Minister and Minister
of Foreign Affairs Prak Sokhonn held separate
meetings in Canberra with Penny Wong, Minister for
Foreign Affairs, and Richard Marles, Deputy Prime
Minister and Minister for Defence, reaffirming both
countries’ commitment to expanding bilateral
cooperation.

Talks with Wong focused on strengthening diplomatic
relations and included briefings on the Cambodia-
Thailand border situation, alongside broader regional
and global developments. Discussions with Marles
highlighted steady progress in defense ties, with
Cambodia expressing appreciation for Australia’s
support in military training and signaling interest in
deeper cooperation in areas such as information
sharing and naval engagement. [Khmer Times]

The meetings were held during Sokhonn's visit to
Australia that was part of his three-nation tour last
week which also included Singapore and New Zealand.

Cambodia-New Zealand relations deepen

(dqgl) During a meeting in Auckland on March 13, New
Zealand pledged NZD 7.5 million (USD 4.37 million) to
support Cambodia’s mine clearance efforts, including
risk reduction and assistance for victims. The
announcement was made by Foreign Minister Winston
Peters during talks with Cambodia’s Deputy Prime
Minister and Foreign Minister Prak Sokhonn, who was
visiting New Zealand to strengthen bilateral ties in the
first high-level engagement between the two countries
in six years. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
International Cooperation, Cambodia]

Both sides highlighted expanding cooperation in areas
such as trade, investment, agriculture, education, and
development assistance. Cambodia also welcomed
continued New Zealand support for training and
scholarship programs, including the Manaaki New
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Zealand Scholarships. The ministers agreed to
maintain regular high-level engagement and further
deepen cooperation, while also discussing regional
issues, including Cambodia’s border situation with
Thailand.

With diplomatic relations between Cambodia and New
Zealand dating back to 1959, Wellington has been
involved in development assistance to Cambodia since
the 1990s, particularly in agriculture, governance, and
mine clearance.

Sokhonn's visit —part of a three-nation tour last week
which also included Singapore and Australia — follows
a recent upgrade of the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations-New Zealand relationship to a Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership and discussions on strengthening
economic integration through the ASEAN-Australia-
New Zealand Free Trade Agreement and its links with
the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership.
[Cambodianess]

China and North Korea reopen passenger
transport links

(ms) China and North Korea are reopening passenger
transport between their capitals by both air and train,
signaling a broader restoration of cross-border
connections that had been suspended since the start
of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020.

The most immediate shift is the return of regular
passenger services linking Beijing and Pyongyang.
According to recent reports, passenger trains between
the two cities have resumed, alongside the shorter
Dandong-Pyongyang route. At the same time, Air China
is preparing to restart direct flights between Beijing
and Pyongyang from March 30, initially on a weekly
basis.

Taken together, the moves suggest that China and
North Korea are rebuilding a transport corridor that is
important not only for travel, but also for trade,
diplomacy and possibly tourism. North Korea has
remained one of the world’s most closed countries
since the pandemic, so the reopening of these routes
is being watched as a sign of how far Pyongyang is
willing to normalize exchanges with its main political
and economic partner.

The train services appear to be restarting first, with
reports saying the Beijing-Pyongyang route will run
four times a week and the Dandong-Pyongyang
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connection daily. Air China’s planned return would
mark the first resumption of the air link in six years.

Beyond transport, analysts see the reopening as
politically meaningful. It points to warming ties
between Beijing and Pyongyang and may also support
North Korea's interest in reviving limited tourism and

[Reuters 1] [Reuters 2]

US and China discuss agriculture, trade
mechanisms in Paris ahead of possible
leaders’ summit

(ms) Senior US and Chinese officials held economic
talks in Paris aimed at identifying possible areas of
agreement that could be taken up by Presidents
Donald Trump and Xi Jinping at an expected summit
later this month, according to Reuters and other
reports.

The discussions, led by US Treasury Secretary Scott
Bessent and Chinese Vice Premier He Lifeng, focused
on agriculture, critical minerals and possible new
mechanisms for managing trade and investment
relations between the world's two largest economies.
Reuters, citing sources familiar with the talks, reported
that the meetings were seen as a step toward
preparing possible “deliverables” for a Trump-Xi
meeting in Beijing.

One topic under discussion was agricultural trade.
Reuters reported that China showed openness to
additional purchases of US products including poultry,
beef and non-soybean crops. Sources also said China
remained committed to buying large volumes of
American soybeans under the trade understanding
reached by Trump and Xi in October 2025.

The two sides also discussed proposals for formal
structures to handle bilateral economic issues.
According to Reuters, officials examined plans for a
possible “Board of Trade” and “Board of Investment.”
The proposed trade mechanism would focus on
identifying sectors where bilateral trade could expand
without affecting national security or critical supply
chains, while the investment mechanism would
address specific bilateral investment disputes.

Critical minerals were another issue raised during the
talks. Reuters reported that US officials expressed
concern about access to Chinese-produced materials,
including yttrium, which is used in aerospace
manufacturing. The same report said both sides found
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some room to ease tensions in this area, although no
details were announced publicly.

The Paris talks come ahead of a possible Trump visit to
China from March 31 to April 2, although the timing
remains uncertain. Trump told the Financial Times that
the trip could be delayed as Washington presses
Beijing to help address the closure of the Strait of
Hormuz. [Associated Press] [CNBC] [Reuters 1]
[Reuters 2]

India eases some Chinese investment
curbs in selective reset after years of
tension

(ms) India has approved a limited easing of restrictions
on Chinese investment, marking a cautious reset in
economic ties after years of friction triggered by the
2020 border clash between the two countries.

The changes, cleared by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi's cabinet, allow Chinese investment in
electronics, capital goods and solar cell manufacturing
under tighter conditions than before. Projects in those
sectors will be processed within 60 days, provided
Indian residents retain majority ownership at all times.
Investors with up to 10 percent Chinese ownership will
also be allowed to invest through the automatic route,
subject to existing sectoral limits.

New Delhi tightened scrutiny of investments from
China and other neighbouring countries in 2020 after
fighting along the Himalayan frontier killed 20 Indian
and four Chinese soldiers. Since then, Chinese
investments have required security clearance, slowing
or blocking deals including BYD's proposed USD 1
billion electric vehicle venture in India.

The policy shift reflects economic pressures as much
as diplomacy. Indian industry has argued that the
curbs hurt manufacturers reliant on Chinese capital,
technology and components, particularly in sectors
central to India’s industrial ambitions. India’s trade
deficit with China rose to USD 99 billion in the 2024/25
fiscal year, driven largely by imports of electronics,
machinery and parts. [Reuters] [The Business Times]

Serbia confirms possession of Chinese
missiles after leaked photos expose
arsenal
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(ms) Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic has confirmed
that Serbia possesses Chinese-made CM-400AKG
missiles after photos of the weapons mounted on
Serbian MiG-29 fighter jets circulated online, publicly
revealing a capability Belgrade had not previously
acknowledged.

Vucic said on state television that Serbia had a
“significant number” of the missiles and planned to
acquire more, but did not give details on cost or
delivery numbers. He described the weapons as
expensive and highly effective. The comments followed
the appearance of images on social media and defence
websites showing what analysts identified as CM-
400AKG air-to-surface missiles attached to Serbia’s
Russian-made aircraft.

The disclosure is notable because it confirms Serbia as
the first known European operator of the Chinese
missile, adding to Belgrade’s increasingly mixed
procurement strategy as it balances ties with China
and Russia against cooperation with European
suppliers and partnership links with NATO. Serbia has
also bought Chinese FK-3 air defence systems and CH-
92A combat drones, while purchasing Rafale fighter
jets from France and other equipment from Airbus.

The missile’s appearance has already drawn concern in
the region. Croatian Prime Minister Andrej Plenkovic
said he would raise the issue with NATO, warning that
the weapon could affect the regional military balance.
Serbia has rejected that interpretation, with Vucic
saying its arms purchases are intended for defence
and that Belgrade wants to preserve good relations
with the West.

The episode matters less because Serbia bought
another foreign weapons system than because the
leak forced a public confirmation of a sensitive Chinese
capability in the Balkans. [Defense 24] [NBC News]
[South China Morning Post]

China expands curbs on Australian mining
giant BHP, as iron ore contract dispute
intensifies

(ms) China has widened restrictions on deliveries of
iron ore from BHP, the Australian mining giant and one
of the world's largest suppliers of the steelmaking raw
material, deepening a contract dispute that is adding
fresh uncertainty to the global iron ore market.

The latest measures extend to Newman fines, a widely
traded BHP product held at Chinese ports, after earlier
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curbs had already targeted other BHP grades. The
move further narrows the range of cargoes that
Chinese buyers can freely take delivery of and
increases concern that additional restrictions could
follow.

At its core, the dispute signals a tougher stance in
negotiations over 2026 supply contracts. Rather than
limiting the confrontation to price discussions, China is
showing that it is willing to use delivery controls to
strengthen its leverage over one of its most important
overseas suppliers. That matters because China is by
far the world's largest buyer of iron ore, and shifts in
how it manages imports can move prices well beyond
the immediate transaction in question.

The immediate effect is a rise in commercial risk.
Traders holding affected cargoes face the possibility
that inventories at ports may become harder to sell or
move if restrictions broaden. Steel mills, meanwhile,
may feel pressure to accelerate deliveries of material
already in storage or diversify purchases toward other
available grades. Even without a full-scale supply
disruption, uncertainty over which cargoes remain
usable can tighten the market in practical terms.

Benchmark iron ore futures in Singapore rose to
around USD 108.95 per metric ton, their highest level
since January, as the market reacted to the prospect of
tighter effective supply. Port inventories of Newman
fines reportedly stood at 3.17 million metric tons, up
55 percent from October, suggesting buyers had
already been growing more cautious before the latest
escalation. [Bloomberg] [Reuters]

India-US ties see mix of trade friction,
strategic cooperation and political
tensions

(dql) Relations between India and the United States are
showing a mix of cooperation and friction across
several fronts. While New Delhi is reconsidering the
timing of an interim trade agreement after a new U.S.
tariff investigation and rejecting a U.S. religious
freedom report as biased, the two countries are also
moving closer to a strategic agreement on critical
minerals aimed at strengthening supply chains and
technology cooperation.

India holds off on interim US trade deal amid new
Washington tariff probe

(dqgl) India is delaying signing an interim trade
agreement with the United States following a new U.S.
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trade investigation that could lead to additional tariffs
on several economies, including India. The probe—
launched under Section 301 of the U.S. Trade Act of
1974—is examining issues such as excess industrial
capacity and other trade practices of multiple
countries.

The interim deal had initially been expected to be
concluded in March as part of a broader effort to
expand bilateral trade. However, Indian officials are
reportedly adopting a wait-and-see approach while
assessing the implications of the investigation and the
direction of U.S. tariff policy.

Despite reports of a potential delay, India’s commerce
ministry has publicly denied that negotiations have
been suspended, emphasizing that engagement with
Washington continues and that both sides remain
committed to reaching a mutually beneficial
agreement. [The Economic Times] [India Today]

Critical minerals agreement

At the same time, India and the United States are
nearing the conclusion of a critical minerals
agreement, with a formal announcement expected in
the coming months, according to US Ambassador
Sergio Gor speaking at the India Today Conclave 2026
in New Delhi last week. The planned deal aims to
secure supply chains for minerals essential to
advanced manufacturing, clean energy systems, and
emerging technologies.

The prospective agreement follows recent progress in
bilateral economic ties, including a framework for an
interim trade agreement reached earlier in 2026. Gor
described the broader economic relationship as
entering a phase of “breakthroughs,” highlighting
advances in trade, trusted technology cooperation,
and strategic coordination between the two
governments.

According to the ambassador, the partnership is
increasingly focused not only on tariffs or market
access but also on ensuring reliable access to critical
resources and resilient industrial supply chains.
Beyond economic cooperation, Gor emphasized
growing strategic and security collaboration, including
cooperation in defense technologies, artificial
intelligence, and Indo-Pacific initiatives such as the
Quad. [Hindustan Times] [The Tribune]

India rejects U.S. religious freedom report

Meanwhile, India has rejected the latest report by the
United States Commission on International Religious
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Freedom (USCIRF), calling it biased after the body
recommended that Washington designate India a
“country of particular concern” over alleged violations
of religious freedom and impose sanctions on certain
Indian entities. [USCIRF]

New Delhi said the commission had presented a
distorted and selective picture of the country. The
USCIRF report called for targeted sanctions against
organizations including the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS), the ideological parent of the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party, and India’s external intelligence
agency, the Research and Analysis Wing, and
suggested linking U.S. security cooperation and trade
with India to improvements in religious freedom.

New Delhi rejected the recommendations as
interference in domestic affairs and pointed to attacks
on Hindu temples in the United States.

Opposition figures from the Indian National Congress,
including Supriya Shrinate, used the report to criticize
the government and the RSS. [The Tribune]

France threatens to block EU climate
funding for India over emissions
commitments

(dqgl) France has warned it could block the release of
climate funding for India under a recent trade
agreement with the European Union unless New Delhi
strengthens its commitments to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions. French Ecological Transition Minister
Monique Barbut said Paris opposes disbursing roughly
EUR 500 million (USD 574 million) in EU support for
India’s green transition until the country submits an
updated emissions reduction plan under the Paris
Agreement.

Barbut argued that the EU should adopt a more
“transactional” approach in climate diplomacy, linking
financial support more directly to concrete climate
commitments from partner countries. She noted that
several major recipients of climate finance, including
India, have yet to submit updated Nationally
Determined Contributions (NDCs) required under the
agreement. [Channel News Asia]

The remarks come ahead of discussions among EU
climate ministers in Brussels on strengthening the
bloc's international climate strategy, and highlight
potential friction between the EU and emerging
economies over the pace and conditions of climate
action. [European Council]
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India steps up diplomacy with Iran as
Hormuz crisis threatens energy flows

(dgl) Indian External Affairs Minister Subrahmanyam
Jaishankar said New Delhi is engaged in discussions
with Tehran to help Indian vessels transit the Strait of
Hormuz, expressing cautious optimism that the talks
have already produced limited results. Two Indian-
flagged gas tankers were recently able to pass through
the waterway following diplomatic engagement,
although 22 Indian vessels remain awaiting clearance.
[BBC] [Defense News]

Jaishankar stressed that negotiations with Iran were
based on the countries’ longstanding bilateral
relationship and did not involve concessions in
exchange for transit rights, rejecting as unfounded a
media report claiming that New Delhi was negotiating
with Iran over the return of seized vessels in exchange
for assurances of safe passage for Indian ships
through the Strait of Hormuz. Indian officials stated
that no such discussions had taken place and
emphasized that the vessels referenced in the report
were not owned by Iran, undermining the basis of the
alleged negotiations.

The denial follows claims that Tehran had raised the
issue during contacts related to maritime access
through the strategically important corridor linking the
Persian Gulf to global markets. New Delhi clarified that
the report misrepresented the nature of its
engagements with Iran. [The Tribune 2]

In addition, Prime Minister Narendra Modi held a
phone call with Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian
shortly after Tehran’s new leadership signaled its
intention to keep the Strait of Hormuz closed,
highlighting New Delhi's concerns over the impact of
the disruption on its energy security.

The conversation marked Modi’s first direct contact
with Iran since the conflict began and comes as India
faces rising energy costs and panic buying of liquefied
petroleum gas (LPG) amid tightening supplies. [Prime
Minister, India] [CNBC]

Shipping through the corridor has been severely
disrupted since the escalation of the regional conflict
triggered by large-scale strikes on Iran by the United
States and Israel on February 28. Tehran has largely
restricted maritime traffic through the strategic route
linking the Persian Gulf with the Arabian Sea, through
which roughly one-fifth of global oil and gas shipments
normally pass.
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The disruption has heightened energy security
concerns for India, which relies on the passage for
about 40-50 percent of its crude imports and a
significant share of liquefied natural gas and liquefied
petroleum gas deliveries. Supply constraints have
already caused shortages of cooking gas domestically,
prompting panic buying and temporary restaurant
closures. [BB(C]

Meanwhile, two Indian nationals were killed and ten
others injured when a drone crashed in the Al Awhi
Industrial Zone in Sohar, Oman, marking the first
Indian deaths on land linked to the ongoing Iran-US
conflict. The incident raises the total number of Indian
fatalities connected to the conflict to five, including
three sailors previously killed in attacks on merchant
vessels.

About 150,000 Indian nationals have returned from the
region since the conflict began, including thousands
from Qatar and Bahrain. [The Tribune 2]

New Delhi co-sponsors UN Security Council resolution
condemning Iranian attacks on Gulf states, Jordan

At the same time, India has co-sponsored a United
Nations Security Council (UNSC) resolution
condemning Iran's recent attacks on Gulf countries and
Jordan. The resolution, adopted on March 11, was
backed by 13 of the 15 council members, while China
and Russia abstained.

The text, introduced by Bahrain on behalf of the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC), denounces Iran’s strikes
against Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
the United Arab Emirates, and Jordan, calling them a
breach of international law and a threat to global
peace. It demands that Tehran immediately cease all
attacks and warns against any attempts to disrupt
maritime navigation through the strategically vital
Strait of Hormuz.

India joined roughly 135 countries as co-sponsors,
reflecting unusually broad international support for
the measure. New Delhi said the resolution aligns with
its priorities, including the safety of the large Indian
diaspora in Gulf states and the protection of energy
supply routes critical to India’s economy. [The
Economic Times]

UAE arrests 19 Indians over misleading
war-related social media posts
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(dqgl) Authorities in the United Arab Emirates have
arrested 19 Indian nationals for allegedly sharing
misleading or fabricated videos online related to the
ongoing regional conflict involving Iran and Israel.
According to officials, the posts circulated footage
falsely depicting drone and missile strikes in locations
such as Dubai and Fujairah, including clips that had
been manipulated or taken from unrelated events.

The arrests form part of a broader crackdown on
misinformation during heightened tensions across the
Gulf. Emirati authorities said the suspects’ social media
posts could incite public alarm and undermine national
security, adding that the individuals will face legal
proceedings under the country's cybercrime laws.

Overall, 35 were arrested. According to authorities,
some shared authentic footage from current events,
others created manipulated videos using artificial
intelligence, and a third group circulated content
praising a hostile country involved in military attacks
while promoting its leadership and actions. [WION]
[Firstpost]

Indonesian citizens seek repatriation
after leaving scam compounds in
Cambodia

(jn) Thousands of Indonesian nationals have sought
assistance from the Indonesian embassy in Phnom
Penh after escaping online scam compounds in
Cambodia, highlighting the scale of trafficking linked to
the region’s cyber-fraud industry. By early March 2026,
the embassy had received more than 5,400 requests
for help, with over 1,800 Indonesians repatriated.

Many victims were reportedly lured abroad through
fake job offers or referrals and later forced to work in
scam operations, where passports were confiscated
and debts imposed to compel continued work. Some
survivors reported abuse and coercion within the
compounds.

Indonesians returning from such operations are often
investigated by authorities upon repatriation, reflecting
concerns that some individuals may also have
participated in scam activities. Observers note that this
approach has sparked debate over whether returnees
should be treated primarily as criminal suspects or as
victims of trafficking and forced labor. [The
Conversation]
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Indonesia strengthens trade cooperation
with Singapore and Malaysia

(jn) Indonesia held bilateral meetings with Singapore
and Malaysia to strengthen trade and investment
cooperation on the sidelines of the ASEAN Economic
Ministers Retreat in Taguig, Philippines. Deputy Trade
Minister Dyah Roro Esti said the discussions focused
on expanding economic cooperation and supporting
regional growth.

During talks with Singapore’s Deputy Prime Minister
and Trade Minister Gan Kim Yong, officials highlighted
growing bilateral trade, which increased from USD
16.85 billion in 2020 to USD 19.32 billion in 2025.
Indonesia also reaffirmed its commitment to joining
the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) and discussed
regional initiatives including the ASEAN Digital
Economy Framework Agreement and the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership.

In a separate meeting with Malaysia’s Deputy Minister
of Investment, Trade and Industry Sim Tze Tzin, the
two sides discussed expanding bilateral trade and
investment cooperation. Trade between the two
countries reached US$24.22 billion in 2025, and
officials also reviewed plans to strengthen cross-
border trade mechanisms and investment
cooperation. [Antara]

Indonesia and Japan sign cooperation
agreement on critical minerals and
nuclear energy

(jn) Indonesia and Japan signed a Memorandum of
Cooperation on critical minerals and nuclear energy on
15 March 2026 during the Indo-Pacific Energy Security
Ministerial and Business Forum in Tokyo. The
agreement was signed by Indonesia’s Energy and
Mineral Resources Minister Bahlil Lahadalia and
Japan’s Minister of Economy, Trade and Industry Ryosei
Akazawa.

The partnership aims to strengthen cooperation in
developing critical mineral supply chains and
advancing nuclear energy technologies with high safety
standards. Indonesian officials highlighted the
country’s large reserves of strategic minerals, including
nickel, bauxite, tin, copper and rare earth elements,
and invited Japanese companies to participate in their
development.
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Both sides also agreed to continue discussions on
broader energy cooperation, including liquefied
natural gas and coal supply chains, as well as energy
transition initiatives under the Asia Zero Emission
Community framework. The cooperation is intended to
support regional energy security and decarbonization
efforts in the Indo-Pacific. [Tempo]

Indonesia hold talks with United States
following allegedly unfair trade
investigation

(jn) Indonesia plans to hold “intensive” discussions with
the United States after Washington launched a new
investigation into alleged unfair trade practices and
industrial overcapacity involving several trading
partners, including Indonesia. The probe could
potentially lead to new tariffs on imports.

The investigation, initiated under Section 301 of the
U.S. Trade Act, targets countries that U.S. authorities
say maintain persistent trade surpluses or excess
manufacturing capacity that could harm American
industries. Indonesia was listed among the economies
under review alongside China, the European Union,
Japan and several Southeast Asian countries. [Reuters]

Indonesian officials said the government would
coordinate with the Office of the U.S. Trade
Representative to clarify the scope of the investigation
and discuss possible follow-up measures. Jakarta also
stated that a bilateral tariff agreement reached with
Washington in February remains the main reference
framework for trade relations between the two
countries. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia requests WTO approval to
suspend EU trade concessions in palm oil
dispute

(jn) Indonesia has requested authorization from the
World Trade Organization's Dispute Settlement Body
(DSB) to suspend trade concessions toward the
European Union in the ongoing palm oil dispute
(DS593), Trade Minister Budi Santoso said on March 7.
The request was submitted after the EU failed to meet
the deadline to adjust its policies in accordance with
the WTO panel’s ruling and recommendations.

According to Santoso, the proposed suspension of
concessions will initially focus on the goods sector,
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although it could be extended to other sectors if
necessary. He said the government would carefully
calculate the economic losses caused by the EU's
measures while continuing to maintain bilateral
relations with the bloc. [VOI]

The minister added that the step is consistent with
Article 22.2 of the WTO dispute settlement rules, which
allows a party to request authorization to suspend
concessions if the losing party fails to implement a
ruling or provide adequate compensation. Indonesian
authorities said the EU had not fully complied with the
panel's recommendations or offered balanced
compensation following the dispute over restrictions
on palm oil-based biofuels. [Antara] [OFI Magazine]

Indonesia and Saudi Arabia discuss Middle
East escalation

(ms) President Prabowo Subianto and Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman discussed the
worsening Middle East conflict in a phone call,
according to Saudi Arabia’s Foreign Ministry. The two
leaders focused on the growing military escalation
following the joint US-Israeli attacks on Iran and
warned about the broader consequences for regional
and global peace.

During the call, Prabowo urged an immediate end to
military action. He said continued attacks would
further damage security and stability in the Middle
East. This fits Indonesia’s recent diplomatic line: Jakarta
has tried to present itself as a country calling for
restraint, de-escalation and dialogue rather than taking
a directly confrontational role.

Since the conflict began on February 28, Indonesia has
offered to help mediate between the parties. On
March 9, the government again expressed concern and
called on all sides to stop escalating the fighting. In
particular, Indonesia urged the United States and Israel
to halt their attacks on Iran, while also calling on Iran
to stop attacking neighboring countries. [Antara]

Japan steps up coordination with U.S. on
Hormuz security amid Middle East conflict

(dqgl/Ir) Japan will work with the United States to ensure
safe navigation through the Strait of Hormuz, Foreign
Minister Toshimitsu Motegi said after a phone talk with
U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, as the ongoing
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conflict in the Middle East disrupts critical energy
flows. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan 1]

In a separate phone conversation, Defense Minister
Shinjiro Koizumi told U.S. War Secretary Pete Hegseth
that stability in the Strait of Hormuz and the wider
Middle East is vital for Japan and global security, as
both sides agreed to maintain close coordination amid
the ongoing regional crisis.

During their call, Hegseth reaffirmed Washington's
commitment to strengthening deterrence under the
U.S.-Japan alliance, while noting no change in the
posture of U.S. forces stationed in Japan. Koizumi, in
turn, stressed Tokyo's intention to work closely with
the United States and other partners, highlighting
continued vigilance and surveillance by Japan’s Self-
Defense Forces in surrounding areas. [Ministry of
Defense, Japan]

The discussion followed a call by U.S. President Donald
Trump for countries to deploy naval assets to secure
the route, though no such request was formally made
to Japan. Both sides agreed to maintain close
coordination, with the talks also setting the stage for
an upcoming summit between Trump and Prime
Minister Sanae Takaichi in Washington.

With Iran effectively closing the strait—through which
roughly 20 percent of global oil and LNG shipments
pass—Japan faces acute supply risks, given its heavy
dependence on Middle Eastern crude. The Middle East
accounts for over 90 percent of Japan'’s crude oil
imports and 11 percent of its liquefied natural gas
imports.

Tokyo is weighing responses within the constraints of
its pacifist constitution, which limits overseas military
engagement, though maritime security operations to
escort Japan-linked vessels remain an option. [Kyodo
News] [NHK]

Motegi also held separate calls with counterparts from
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates to
coordinate on de-escalation, energy supply stability,
and the safety of Japanese nationals in the region.

Foreign Affairs, Japan 3]

Japan, U.S. set to deepen security cooperation as Iran
issue looms over Takaichi-Trump summit

Motegi's and Koizumi's talks come as Tokyo and
Washington are preparing to deepen intelligence
cooperation as part of efforts to strengthen alliance
deterrence and operational coordination.
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According to government sources, Takaichi and Trump
are expected to discuss expanding the sharing of
classified information during their March 19 summit in
Washington. The initiative aims to enhance joint
deterrence and response capabilities by improving
coordination between the Japan Self-Defense Forces
and the United States Armed Forces.

Tokyo is also considering adopting a U.S. “security
cloud” system to strengthen the information security
infrastructure of the Self-Defense Forces, amid
concerns in Washington that Japan’s current cyber
defenses and data platforms do not meet U.S. security
standards.

The two sides are additionally exploring closer
command-and-control coordination, including the use
of artificial intelligence to analyze classified operational
data and improve target selection. However, the
initiative has raised concerns in Japan that deeper
intelligence integration could place the country's
military decision-making more closely under U.S.
operational structures.

Defense industrial cooperation is also expected to
feature in the talks. Both countries are looking to
expand joint missile production through the Defense
Industrial Cooperation, Acquisition, and Sustainment
framework, with systems such as the MIM-104 Patriot
interceptor under consideration. Demand for missiles
has increased sharply following the Russian invasion of
Ukraine and the Iran-Israel war. [Kyodo News 1]

Japan is also expected to signal support for the U.S.-led
“Golden Dome" missile defense initiative during the
summit. The project aims to expand missile defense
capabilities through enhanced ground-based
interceptors and potential space-based systems to
detect and track incoming threats. Tokyo views the
initiative in part as a response to advanced weapons
such as hypersonic glide vehicles being developed by
China and Russia. [Reuters]

Economic security issues are also expected to feature
in the talks. The two leaders are likely to confirm
cooperation on a U.S.-led initiative to strengthen
supply chains for critical minerals. The two
governments are preparing a joint document building
on their agreement last October to work together to
secure supplies of rare earths and other strategic
materials, amid continued reliance on China. Takaichi
is also expected to discuss potential Japan-U.S.
cooperation on mining rare earth deposits near
Minamitorishima, a remote Japanese island in the
Pacific. [The Japan Times]
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Takaichi likely to face difficult decision on possible
support for U.S. operations against Iran

Meanwhile observers note that Japan may face a
difficult decision over possible support for U.S.
operations against Iran during the upcoming summit,
which Motegi is also expected to attend. Washington
could request concrete assistance from Japan following
the recent U.S.-Israeli strikes, including deployment of
the Japan Self-Defense Forces to escort oil tankers or
conduct minesweeping operations in the strategically
vital Strait of Hormuz.

Such support would face significant legal and political
constraints under Japan’s 2015 security legislation.
While a blockade of the Strait of Hormuz had
previously been cited as a possible “survival-
threatening situation” allowing collective self-defense,
Chief Cabinet Secretary Minoru Kihara said the
government has not determined that the threshold
has been met.

Tokyo may instead consider more limited logistical
support, but officials remain cautious as Japan seeks to
maintain alignment with the Japan-United States
alliance while avoiding deeper involvement in the
conflict [The Japan News] [Kyodo News 2]

U.S. launches trade probe into Japan,
raising risk of new tariffs

(Ir) Japan could face additional U.S. tariffs after the
administration of President Donald Trump launched
new investigations into the trade practices of several
major partners, including China and the European
Union.

The move follows a ruling by the Supreme Court of the
United States that struck down sweeping global tariffs
previously imposed under the International Emergency
Economic Powers Act, finding that the president had
exceeded his authority. In response, the
administration has introduced temporary tariffs under
Section 122 of the Trade Act, which can remain in place
for only 150 days, while pursuing trade investigations
that could provide a legal basis for longer-term
measures.

The Office of the United States Trade Representative
(USTR) said it will examine whether the policies and
production practices of trading partners contribute to
excess capacity and persistent U.S. trade deficits. In
Japan'’s case, the investigation is expected to focus on
the country's trade surplus with the United States,
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particularly in automobiles, auto parts and precision
instruments. The automotive sector accounts for a
significant share of Japan’s bilateral trade surplus with
the U.S.

The probe comes despite a recent bilateral trade and
investment framework between Washington and
Tokyo that fixed tariff levels and included major
Japanese investment commitments in the United
States, highlighting continued tensions over trade
balances between the two allies. [BBC] [NHK]

Japan considers buying Russian crude
after U.S. sanctions waiver amid Iran war
energy shock

(dqgl) Japan is weighing whether to purchase Russian
crude following a temporary sanctions waiver issued
by the United States amid disruptions to global energy
markets caused by the ongoing conflict involving the
U.S., Israel and Iran.

The waiver allows countries to buy Russian oil already
stranded at sea for 30 days in an effort to stabilize
prices and address supply disruptions. Officials in
Japan said any decision would depend on international
conditions and national interests.

The issue has become more pressing as attacks and
shipping disruptions around the Strait of Hormuz
threaten energy supplies from the Middle East, which
account for the vast majority of Japan’s crude imports.
[Reuters]

Tokyo is also preparing contingency measures,
including the release of strategic petroleum reserves
and efforts to diversify imports from alternative
suppliers such as the United States, Central Asia and
South America. [South China Morning Post] [Arabic
Trader]

Japan considers acquiring Ukraine-made
drones to boost defense capabilities

(dqgl) Japan is considering acquiring attack drones from
Ukraine to enhance its military capabilities, drawing on
Kyiv's battlefield-tested technology developed during
the war with Russia. The initiative, reportedly
prompted by Ukrainian outreach, could involve a
bilateral arms transfer agreement to protect sensitive
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information, enabling closer defense cooperation
despite Japan's traditionally strict export controls.

Ukrainian systems are valued for their long-range
performance and resilience against electronic
interference, with Tokyo viewing them as a cost-
effective and less politically sensitive option compared
to alternatives such as Israeli-made drones. The move
aligns with Japan'’s broader push to expand unmanned
capabilities, backed by a JPY 277.3 billion (USD 1.7
billion) allocation in the FY 2026 defense budget under
its “SHIELD" framework for island defense.

President Volodymyr Zelenskyy has signaled readiness
to exchange drone expertise for Japanese defense
equipment, including air defense systems. At the same
time, Tokyo is moving to ease restrictions on defense
equipment transfers, potentially allowing lethal
exports under certain conditions, including to Ukraine.
[Kyodo News]

The “SHIELD" (Synchronized, Hybrid, Integrated and
Enhanced Littoral Defense) framework is a defense
concept focused on protecting Japan's remote islands
through integrated, multi-domain operations. It
emphasizes the use of unmanned systems, including
drones, alongside conventional forces to improve
surveillance, deterrence, and rapid response.

Confusion over Malaysia-US trade deal
exposes policy uncertainty and political
pressure

(bo/dqgl) Malaysia's government has been forced onto
the defensive after conflicting statements over the
status of its tariff-linked trade deal with the United
States cast doubt on a key economic initiative under
Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim.

Investment and trade minister Johari Abdul Ghani
initially said the agreement had become “null and void”
following a ruling by the Supreme Court of the United
States that struck down tariffs imposed by Donald
Trump under emergency powers. His ministry later
retracted the statement, saying he had “misspoken”,
leaving the deal's legal standing unclear.

The agreement, signed in October, involved Malaysia
pledging substantial investments and purchases of US
goods in exchange for preferential tariff access.
However, the court ruling has undermined the legal
basis of such tariff-driven arrangements, while
subsequent US moves—including a flat 10 percent
tariff and new trade investigations—have further
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complicated the outlook. [Free Malaysia Today 1]
[South China Morning Post]

In response, the opposition Perikatan Nasional
coalition has called for a special sitting of the House of
Representatives to address the fallout from the
collapse of Malaysia's reciprocal trade agreement with
the United States, citing concerns over transparency
and economic risks.

Secretary-general Takiyuddin Hassan urged the
government to clarify the status of negotiations, the
commitments made to Washington, and the potential
impact on key export sectors and supply chains. He
stressed that policy clarity is critical amid rising global
trade uncertainty. [Free Malaysia Today 2]

This uncertainty comes as the U.S. has initiated
investigations into Malaysia and dozens of other
economies over alleged shortcomings in restricting
imports of goods produced with forced labor, signaling
heightened trade scrutiny.

The probe, led by the Office of the United States Trade
Representative, will assess whether the policies and
practices of the countries involved are “unreasonable
or discriminatory” and whether they burden US
commerce. Malaysia is among about 60 economies
under review.

The move comes alongside a separate US initiative
examining excess industrial capacity in Malaysia and
15 other major trading partners, underscoring a wider
tightening of trade enforcement.

The USTR said it will seek consultations with the
governments concerned, with public hearings
scheduled for April 28 and submissions due by April
15. [Free Malaysia Today 3]

Malaysia condemns Israel’s Al-Agsa
mosque closure as tensions draw wider
Muslim response

(dqgl) Malaysia has strongly condemned Israel's move to
close the Al-Agsa Mosque, calling the action “immoral”
and “extremely heinous” as it prevents Muslims from
performing prayers at one of Islam’s holiest sites.

Foreign Minister Mohamad Hasan said the closure
comes amid ongoing violence against Palestinians,
including civilian casualties, and was particularly
egregious during the holy month of Ramadan. He
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urged Israel to immediately reopen the mosque to
allow worshippers to perform obligatory prayers.

In a separate statement, Malaysia's foreign ministry
said the restrictions on access to Jerusalem Old City
and its religious sites constitute a clear violation of
international law and longstanding arrangements
governing the holy sites. [Free Malaysia Today]

The issue has drawn broader regional concern. Foreign
ministers from Indonesia, Egypt, Jordan, Pakistan,
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkiye and the United Arab
Emirates also condemned Israeli authorities over the
continued closure of the mosque’s gates to Muslim
worshippers. [Anadolu Ajansi]

Mongolian parliamentary delegation visits
Bhutan to expand bilateral cooperation

(fs) A delegation from the Mongolian Parliament visited
the Bhutan from March 1 to 6 at the invitation of head
of the Bhutan-Mongolia Parliamentary Friendship
Group of Bhutan's National Assembly Kuenga Loday.
The delegation was led by Tsenguun Saruulsaikhan,
chair of the Mongolia-Bhutan parliamentary group,
and included several Mongolian lawmakers.

During the visit, the delegation met with Speaker of
Bhutan’'s National Assembly Lungten Dorji, who
emphasized the role of inter-parliamentary
cooperation in strengthening political ties and
establishing a solid legal framework for bilateral
relations.

The Mongolian lawmakers also met Bhutan's Prime
Minister Tshering Tobgay and discussed cooperation
among landlocked developing countries. Talks with
Bhutan's Minister of Agriculture and Livestock Younten
Phuntsho highlighted agriculture and livestock as
potential areas of collaboration, including Mongolia's
proposal to export meat products.

The delegation also met Pema Chewang, leader of the
Bhutan Tendrel Party—a relatively new political party
in Bhutan, founded in 2022 ahead of the country's
2023-2024 parliamentary elections—and discussed
parliamentary practices, travel conditions, and tourism
cooperation between the two countries. [Montsame]

India, Mongolia discuss expanding
bilateral cooperation
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(fs) Speaker of the Mongolian parliament Uchral Nyam-
Osor met Ambassador of India to Mongolia Atul
Malhari Gotsurve on March 13 to discuss the
development of bilateral relations between the two
countries.

Nyam-Osor welcomed the continued deepening of the
strategic partnership between the two countries,
particularly in the economic sphere. He emphasized
the importance of strengthening cooperation between
the two parliaments through parliamentary groups,
standing committees, and administrative bodies.

Gotsurve outlined expanding cooperation in trade,
finance, agricultural processing, education, and

cultural exchanges, and reaffirmed India’s commitment
to further strengthening parliamentary and
international collaboration. [Open.kg]

Mongolia, South Korea discuss financing
and progress of National Cancer Center-2
project

(fs) Mongolian Finance Minister Javkhlan Bold met
Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Finance and
Economy of South Korea Koo Yun-cheol on March 10
to review bilateral cooperation and ongoing projects in
the finance and economic sectors.

During the meeting, the sides discussed accelerating
the National Cancer Center-2 project, to be
implemented in Ulaanbaatar, and agreed to expedite
the preparation of its technical and economic
feasibility study. Mongolia’s Ministry of Finance had
previously submitted a request on July 1, 2025, to
implement the project through concessional loan
financing from the Export-Import Bank of Korea.

Bold also held talks with the bank’s vice president Seo
Jeong-hwa regarding the project’s financing and
implementation plan. The discussions also covered the
progress of other initiatives funded through
concessional loans, with the parties agreeing to pursue
the necessary follow-up measures. [Montsame]

Mongolia, Turkey discuss strengthening
strategic partnership

(fs) Mongolia's Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs
Amartuvshin Gombosuren met with Ambassador of
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Turkey to Mongolia Basak YUksel Gen¢ on March 12 to
discuss bilateral relations and cooperation.

Gombosuren reaffirmed Mongolia’s commitment to
further expanding bilateral cooperation and discussed
preparations for planned official visits later this year.
Geng noted that the strategic partnership between
both countries has been deepening across multiple
sectors and expressed Turkey's intention to continue
strengthening cooperation and promoting closer ties
between the two countries. [Montsame]

China protests book-burning incident in
Nepal amid broader sensitivity in bilateral
relations

(Im) China has lodged a formal diplomatic protest with
Nepal after copies of a book authored by Chinese
President Xi Jinping were burned at a technical college
in Morang district in eastern Nepal, prompting an
official investigation by Nepali authorities.

According to local officials, the college administration
initially stated that the books had been unused for
years and were burned due to storage constraints or
damage, including infestation. However, individuals
present at the scene reported that many of the books
appeared relatively new. Authorities have requested a
formal report from the college, which had not yet been
submitted at the time of reporting. The college where
the incident occurred is associated with political figures
from the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-
Leninist), which was in charge of the government until
mass protests forced the dissolution of Parliament in
September 2025.

Officials further indicated that China has recently
raised concerns with Nepal over several developments,
including visits by Tibetan Buddhist religious figures to
Kathmandu, whom Beijing considers politically
sensitive. At China’s request, Nepali authorities did not
permit one such visit in the previous month. Additional
concerns raised by China include developments
related to a corruption case involving the Pokhara
International Airport project, in which Chinese firms
are implicated, as well as decisions affecting
telecommunications procurement processes, including
contracts involving the Chinese company Huawei. [The
Kathmandu Post]
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Senior United States Army general visits
Nepal for security cooperation talks

(Im) A senior United States military official is in Nepal
for a three-day visit beginning March 16, with
discussions expected to focus on military cooperation
and peacekeeping, shortly after Nepal's March 5
general election.

Lieutenant General Joel “|B" Vowell, Deputy
Commanding General of United States Army Pacific
(USARPAC), the United States Army's regional
command responsible for operations across the Indo-
Pacific, is scheduled to visit the Birendra Peace
Operations Training Center in Panchkhal, a key facility
where the Nepal Army prepares personnel for United
Nations peacekeeping missions and conducts
multinational training programs.

He is also expected to meet Chief of Army Staff Ashok
Raj Sigdel and other senior military officials. The visit is
being coordinated by the United States Embassy, and
detailed discussions have not been publicly disclosed.

The visit follows recent high-level United States military
engagement with Nepal. In February, Admiral Samuel J.
Paparo, commander of the United States Indo-Pacific
Command (INDOPACOM), the United States military's
unified command responsible for the Indo-Pacific
region, held talks in Kathmandu focused on disaster
preparedness, humanitarian assistance, and Nepal's
role in international peacekeeping operations. [The
Kathmandu Post]

North Korea criticizes Japan over
deployment of long-range missiles

(Ir) North Korea has accused Japan of increasing
regional security risks through the expansion of its
missile capabilities as Tokyo is moving ahead with the
deployment of upgraded Type 12 surface-to-ship
missile systems in Kumamoto Prefecture and plans to
deploy additional systems across several prefectures,
potentially placing neighboring countries within range
(see article in this edition).

Pyongyang argued that Japan is adapting the missiles
for launches from land, sea and air, portraying the
effort as the development of offensive strike
capabilities rather than defensive measures. It further
warned that Japan’s expanding weapons procurement
and participation in joint military exercises could
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heighten tensions and lead to serious repercussions if
current policies continue. [KCNA] [Japan Today]

China’s Air China to resume Beijing-
Pyongyang flights after six-year hiatus

(co) State-owned Air China will resume flights between
Beijing and Pyongyang from March 30, marking a
further step in North Korea’s gradual reopening after
years of strict pandemic isolation. The move follows
the recent restart of cross-border passenger train
services (see AR No. 10, March/2026, 2).

North Korea had largely sealed its borders from 2020,
only easing restrictions incrementally since 2022. While
Chinese tourists were long expected to be the first to
return, Pyongyang initially reopened to Russian visitors
in 2024, before expanding access more broadly. [AP
News]

The move signals a gradual restoration of cross-border
exchanges between China and North Korea as travel
links begin reopening. North Korea has indicated a
renewed push to strengthen relations with China, as
leader Kim Jong-un reaffirmed “unwavering”
commitment to closer ties in a recent message to
President Xi Jinping. [Korea JoongAng Daily] [The Korea
Herald]

The outreach comes against a backdrop of heightened
tensions with South Korea and uncertainty over U.S.
policy under Donald Trump, who has expressed
openness to renewed dialogue with Pyongyang
without setting a timeline.

The diplomatic signaling coincides with continued
military activity, including North Korea’s launch of
multiple ballistic missiles during ongoing U.S.-South
Korea joint exercises (see article in this edition),
underscoring persistent security tensions on the
Korean Peninsula. [South China Morning Post]

Fresh U.S. sanctions target crypto
network funding North Korea’s weapons
programs

(dgl) The United States has imposed sanctions on a
network of individuals and entities accused of helping
North Korea raise nearly USD 800 million through
cryptocurrency-linked schemes that financed its
nuclear and ballistic missile programs.
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Part of a broader effort to disrupt Pyongyang's use of
cybercrime and digital assets to bypass international
sanctions and finance its military programs, the
measures blacklist six individuals and two
organizations involved in fraud operations tied to the
North Korean government. [Department of the
Treasury, USA]

The scheme relied on North Korean IT workers who
used stolen identities and fabricated profiles to secure
remote jobs at companies worldwide, including in the
United States. Much of their income was diverted to
Pyongyang's weapons programs, while some
operatives allegedly installed malware or conducted
cyber-extortion campaigns. Authorities also froze 21
cryptocurrency wallet addresses across multiple
blockchain networks linked to the network.

Investigations identified facilitators across several
countries, including a Vietnamese firm and individuals
operating in places such as Laos.

A recent report discussed at the United Nations found
that more than 40 countries have been affected by
North Korean crypto theft or employment fraud, with
over USD 2 billion in digital assets stolen last year.
[Mitrade]

North Korea estimated to have earned
USD 14.4 billion by assisting Russia in
Ukraine war

(co) North Korea is estimated to have earned up to
USD 14.4 billion from troop deployments and arms
exports to Russia in connection with the Ukraine war,
according to a report by the Institute for National
Security Strategy, a Seoul-based public research
institute.

The findings suggest such revenues could significantly
undermine the impact of international sanctions aimed
at limiting Pyongyang's access to hard currency. The
report estimates that more than 20.000 North Korean
troops have been deployed since late 2024, generating
additional income through wages and compensation.
Analysts also note that further gains may come
through transfers of military technology and materials
not fully captured in current estimates. [The Korean
Herald]

Since 2026, the volume of deliveries, especially artillery
shells, seems to have decreased, suggesting that
Russia ramped up its own production or North Korea
exhausted its stockpiles. Analysts estimate Russia
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received between 8 and 11 million rounds of
ammunition from North Korea over the course of two
and a half years. [Ukrainska Pravda]

Pakistan and Germany and sign USD 19.4
million renewable energy agreement for
northern regions

(Im) Pakistan and Germany have signed a EUR 18
million (USD 19.4 million) grant agreement to expand
hydropower and other renewable energy projects in
northern Pakistan, as part of ongoing bilateral
cooperation on climate and energy transition.

The agreement was concluded between Pakistan’s
Economic Affairs Division and KfW (Kreditanstalt fur
Wiederaufbau), the German state-owned development
bank that finances development and climate projects
worldwide. The funding will support the development
of small hydropower and other renewable energy
initiatives in Pakistan's northern mountainous regions,
where abundant water resources offer potential for
decentralized electricity generation.

The agreement forms part of broader efforts by
Pakistan to expand its clean energy capacity while
addressing growing electricity demand and climate-
related vulnerabilities. Pakistan is widely regarded as
one of the countries most exposed to the effects of
climate change, including extreme flooding and glacial
melt in northern mountain areas, which has increased
pressure on the government to diversify its energy mix
toward renewable sources. [Arab News]

Pakistan-Saudia Arabia economic pact
advances alongside intensified diplomatic
and security coordination

(Im) Pakistan and Saudi Arabia are moving to finalize a
long-term economic cooperation framework aimed at
strengthening trade, investment, and economic
resilience, with the agreement expected to be signed
during a planned visit by Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman to Pakistan later this year. According to
Pakistan’s ambassador to Saudi Arabia, Ahmad Farooq,
the framework—first agreed in October 2025—is
nearing completion following technical consultations
between both sides.

The plan is designed to address Pakistan’s persistent
trade deficit and support its transition toward a trade
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surplus over a 14-year period, covering sectors such as
energy, mining, industry, information technology,
agriculture, and tourism. It builds on expanding
economic engagement, including 34 memoranda of
understanding worth USD 2.8 billion signed in 2024,
and is intended to strengthen Pakistan’s broader
export capacity beyond bilateral trade. [Arab News 1]

Security and diplomatic coordination has intensified in
parallel amid the ongoing Middle East conflict. During a
visit to Saudi Arabia on March 12, Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif met Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman in Jeddah and reaffirmed Pakistan’s “full
solidarity and support” following regional escalation
triggered by the United States and Israeli strikes on
Iran on February 28 and subsequent Iranian attacks
across the Gulf. The engagement builds on the
Strategic Mutual Defense Agreement signed in
September 2025, under which both countries treat an
attack on one as an attack on the other. [Anadolu
Ajansi] [Reuters]

At the same time, Pakistan has sought to position itself
as a diplomatic intermediary, maintaining engagement
with multiple regional actors. Officials said Islamabad
is advocating restraint and a negotiated resolution to
the crisis, with Sharif also holding a telephone call with
Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian ahead of his visit
to Saudi Arabia.

Pakistan-UAE feeder shipping service
launched to strengthen maritime
connectivity

(Im) Pakistan and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have
launched a new feeder shipping service linking Karachi
Port—Pakistan's largest seaport and the country’s
primary gateway for international maritime trade—
with the UAE transshipment hubs of Fujairah and Khor
Fakkan, aimed at strengthening maritime connectivity
and improving Pakistan’s access to global container
shipping networks.

The UAE is Pakistan's third-largest trading partner,
after China and the United States. Policymakers in
Islamabad view the Gulf state as a key export
destination and logistical hub because of its
geographic proximity and well-developed transport
networks. [Arab News]
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Philippines eyes Russian oil as global
supply tightens

(ms) The Philippines is moving to secure alternative
fuel supplies, including potential crude oil purchases
from Russia, as global energy markets tighten and
supply risks increase.

Energy Secretary Sharon Garin said Manila is in talks
with several suppliers, including Russia, Japan, South
Korea and Singapore, to ensure stable fuel access amid
disruptions linked to the ongoing Middle East conflict.
The Philippines, which imports nearly all of its oil, is
particularly exposed to supply shocks and rising global
prices, with crude hovering around USD 100 per barrel.

State-run Philippine National Oil Co. (PNOC) and
private firms are exploring supply contracts with
Russian producers following a temporary easing of US
sanctions, which allows certain shipments already at
sea to be delivered until April. The country’s sole
refinery, operated by Petron Corp., is also in
discussions with Russian crude suppliers.

Beyond oil, the government is negotiating with
Indonesia for coal imports to maintain electricity
generation, as coal accounts for more than half of the
country’s power mix.

Several countries have begun prioritizing domestic
needs, with Vietnam, Thailand and Indonesia
introducing measures to limit exports of key
commodities, including oil, rice and coal.

While authorities expressed confidence that fuel
shortages can be avoided, they warned against
hoarding and stressed the importance of managing
consumption. The government is also considering
additional reserves, including expanding diesel
stockpiles beyond initial targets, to cushion the impact
of prolonged volatility. [Bloomberg] [PhilStar]

Seychelles’ president concludes state visit
to Mauritius

(Im) Seychelles’ President Patrick Herminie conducted
a three-day state visit to Mauritius from March 11 to
14, attending the country’s 58th independence
anniversary celebrations as guest of honor and holding
high-level meetings with Prime Minister Navinchandra
Ramgoolam and other Mauritian officials.

During the meetings, the two sides agreed to deepen
cooperation across a range of areas including maritime
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security, the blue economy, tourism development,
climate resilience, financial services, trade and
investment, and sustainable energy management.
Seychelles also announced plans to establish a
resident diplomatic mission in Mauritius, while
Mauritius indicated it intends to pursue a similar
arrangement in Seychelles. Officials said the move
reflects the strategic importance both countries attach
to their bilateral relationship and to Mauritius' role as
host to regional organizations such as the Indian
Ocean Commission and the Indian Ocean Rim
Association, which coordinate political and economic
cooperation among Indian Ocean states.

Seven bilateral agreements were signed covering
cooperation in sectors such as arts and culture,
agriculture, fisheries, training, and capacity building,
while both governments also reaffirmed their
commitment to joint management of the Mascarene
Plateau continental shelf, an area jointly administered
by the two countries as part of a model for cooperative
ocean governance. Seychelles also reiterated its
support for Mauritius’ claim to sovereignty over the
Chagos Archipelago, a long-running territorial dispute
involving the United Kingdom.

As part of the visit, Herminie was awarded Mauritius'
highest national honor, the Grand Commander of the
Order of the Star and Key of the Indian Ocean, in
recognition of the longstanding friendship and
cooperation between the two countries. [Seychelles
News Agency 1] [Seychelles News Agency 2]

Singapore to engage US over trade probe
amid tariff risks

(st/ms) Singapore said it will engage with the United
States Trade Representative (USTR) to clarify data and
concerns following a new US trade investigation that
could lead to tariffs on key trading partners.

The probe, launched under Section 301 by the
administration of US President Donald Trump, targets
what Washington describes as “excess industrial
capacity” in 16 economies, including Singapore. The
move comes as the US seeks to rebuild tariff pressure
after earlier measures were struck down by the
Supreme Court.

Singapore pushed back against the characterization,
disputing key figures cited by US authorities. While the
USTR flagged a USD 27 billion trade surplus in
Singapore’s favor in 2024, Singapore’s Ministry of Trade
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and Industry said the country in fact recorded a USD
27 billion deficit with the US.

Officials also challenged claims that Singapore is
expanding industrial capacity despite weakening
demand, noting that factory occupancy rates remain
high at around 90 percent.

The case highlights Singapore’s vulnerability as a trade-
dependent economy amid rising global protectionism.
Although the country is not a primary target like China
or the European Union, inclusion in the probe raises
the risk of spillover effects, including tariffs or
disruptions to supply chains.

Singapore said it will seek dialogue to resolve
discrepancies, signaling a preference for rules-based
trade even as tensions escalate. [Reuters]

Singapore pushes back against Australian
news outlet’s criticism of political system

(ms) Singapore has rejected criticism from an
Australian radio programme that questioned its
political system and judicial independence, in a
response that underscores longstanding tensions over
how the country’s governance model is viewed abroad.

Singapore’s High Commissioner to Australia, Anil
Nayar, criticised an episode of ABC Radio National's
Rear Vision, calling its portrayal of Singapore as a “one-
party state” and “flawed democracy” inaccurate and
lacking context. He defended the country's record of
regular elections and pointed to recent gains by
opposition parties as evidence of political competition.

However, the programme drew on academic and
policy critiques that have circulated for years. Analysts
argue that while elections are held, the political system
remains heavily dominated by the ruling People’s
Action Party, which has governed since independence.
Features such as the Group Representation
Constituency (GRC) system, they say, can make it
harder for smaller opposition parties to compete,
despite its official aim of ensuring minority
representation.

Criticism also extended to Singapore's institutional
framework. Some commentators have raised concerns
about the concentration of political power and the
close alighment between state institutions and the
executive. Questions about media influence and the
broader environment for dissent were also highlighted,
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although digital platforms have expanded space for
alternative voices in recent years.

Nayar strongly rejected claims about the judiciary’s
lack of independence, describing them as
unsubstantiated. Critics, however, have pointed to
high-profile political cases as a source of ongoing
debate, even as Singapore's courts are widely
respected in commercial and international arbitration
matters. [The Online Citizen]

South Korea firmly rejects Japan’s
renewed claims over disputed Dokdo
islets

(co) The presidential office of South Korea on March 13
rejected Japan's renewed claim over the disputed islets
of Dokdo, insisting that no sovereignty dispute exists.

The statement followed remarks by Prime Minister
Sanae Takaichi reaffirming Tokyo's claim to the
territory, known in Japan as Takeshima. Seoul said
Dokdo is historically, geographically and legally Korean
territory and vowed a firm response to what it called
unjustified assertions. The islets are administered by
Korea with a small police station.

The dispute over the islets remains a persistent source
of tension between South Korea and Japan despite
broader efforts to improve bilateral relations. [The
Korea Times]

South Korea and Japan strengthen
collaboration in trade, economic security
and supply chains

(co) South Korea and Japan on March 14 agreed to
establish a regular communication channel between
their industry ministries to coordinate on trade,
economic security and supply chain issues.

The agreement was reached during talks between
Industry Minister Kim Jung-kwan and his counterpart
Ryosei Akazawa on the sidelines of an energy security
ministerial meeting in Tokyo. The two sides also signed
a supply chain partnership arrangement to strengthen
cooperation on critical minerals, trade resilience and
joint investment. [Yonhap News Agency]
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South Korea, U.S. accelerate investment
talks amid tariff tensions

(dgl) South Korea and the U.S. are set to hold talks in
Washington this week to advance projects under a
newly established USD 350 billion bilateral investment
framework, focusing on energy, semiconductors and
shipbuilding, as Seoul moves to operationalize the
initiative following last week’s parliamentary approval
of a state-run investment corporation (see article in
this edition).

Discussions with the US Department of Commerce and
the White House's energy council will review specific
projects, with momentum building after preparatory
exchanges at a recent Indo-Pacific summit in Tokyo.
The fund will initially be capitalized with KRW 2 trillion
(USD 1.34 billion) and support investments via equity,
loans and guarantees, overseen by a dedicated risk-
management structure.

The push comes amid mounting trade frictions under
U.S. President Donald Trump, who has threatened
higher tariffs on South Korean goods and launched
new trade probes through the Office of the United
States Trade Representative. While a US Supreme
Court ruling has constrained unilateral tariff powers,
uncertainty persists with interim duties still in place.
[The Korea Herald]

South Korea and Ghana sign series of
agreements at leader summit

(co) President Lee Jae Myung and his Ghanaian
counterpart John Dramani Mahama on March 11 held
a summit in Seoul to expand bilateral cooperation in
economic development, maritime security and climate
action.

The talks at Cheong Wa Dae produced several
agreements covering maritime safety, climate
cooperation and digital innovation. Notably, the Korea
Coast Guard and the Ghana Navy signed an agreement
to strengthen collaboration on maritime security and
combat transnational crimes such as piracy and
trafficking. Officials said the cooperation aims to
enhance stability in the Gulf of Guinea, where South
Korean vessels frequently operate. [The Korea Herald]

Chinese air activity near Taiwan resumes
after unusual lull, amid strategic
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uncertainty

(dqgl) Taiwan has reported a renewed surge in Chinese
military air operations after a more than two-week lull
that had raised questions about Beijing's intentions.

The defense ministry said 26 Chinese aircraft were
detected around the Taiwan Strait within 24 hours on
March 15-16, marking a return to the routine
incursions that had largely paused since late February.
The interruption—unusual outside of weather-related
causes—had prompted speculation over possible
strategic recalibration.

Analysts have linked the pause to potential factors
including preparations for a visit by U.S. Donald Trump
to China or internal military developments under Xi
Jinping, including ongoing leadership reshuffles.
Despite the temporary decline in air activity, Taiwanese
officials stressed that Chinese naval deployments
continued, underscoring that the overall military
pressure has not diminished. [Taipei Times]
[Aerospace Global News]

Taiwan expects no impact from new U.S.
trade investigation on bilateral deal

(dqgl) Taiwan's government said a new U.S. trade
investigation targeting multiple trading partners is
unlikely to affect the advantages secured under a
recently concluded bilateral trade agreement.

The inquiry, launched by the Office of the United States
Trade Representative under Section 301 of the Trade
Act of 1974, covers 16 major trading partners including
— besides Taiwan — Bangladesh, Cambodia, China,
the European Union, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia,
Mexico, Norway, Singapore, South Korea, Switzerland,
Thailand and Vietnam.

Section 301 allows the United States to investigate
foreign trade practices it considers unfair or
discriminatory and to impose retaliatory measures
such as tariffs if they are found to harm U.S.
commerce. The investigation focuses in particular on
concerns about manufacturing overcapacity that could
distort global markets. The probe follows temporary
tariffs imposed under Section 122 of the Trade Act of
1974 — an emergency provision that allows short-term
import restrictions for up to 150 days and is set to
expire in July — prompting Washington to seek a more
durable legal basis for tariff measures.
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Taiwan's Cabinet said the investigation is part of
Washington's effort to rebuild tariff measures after the
Supreme Court of the United States invalidated the use
of the International Emergency Economic Powers Act
as a legal basis for earlier tariffs. [Taipei Times]

Officials said Taipei had been informed in advance and
has maintained close contact with U.S. authorities,
including the USTR and the United States Department
of Commerce, to coordinate its response. According to
the Cabinet, the probe should not undermine the
terms of the recently signed Agreement on Reciprocal
Trade (ART) (see AiR No. 7, February/2026, 3), which
already incorporates understandings on issues
potentially covered by Section 301.

Under the agreement, tariffs on Taiwanese exports to
the United States are set at 15 percent without
stacking additional duties, with preferential treatment
also applied under Section 232 provisions and more
than 2,000 Taiwanese products exempted from tariffs.
Taiwanese officials said the results of the investigation
are expected to reflect these negotiated arrangements
and preserve Taiwan's preferential status.

The Cabinet also cited remarks by U.S. Trade
Representative Jamieson Greer indicating that the
administration of Donald Trump intends to maintain
existing trade agreements, with final decisions likely to
take into account partner countries’ compliance with
negotiated commitments. [Taiwan News]

U.S. lawmaker introduces bill to
strengthen Taiwan's energy security with
LNG exports

(acl) Republican U.S. lawmaker Pat Harrigan introduced
a bill in the House of Representatives on March 10 as
part of a broader effort to strengthen deterrence and
support democratic partners in the Indo-Pacific. The
legislation aims to bolster Taiwan's energy security by
supporting U.S. exports of liquefied natural gas (LNG)
to Taiwan and safeguarding strategically important
energy shipments.

In a press release, Harrigan said disruptions to
shipping routes linked to escalating conflict in the
Middle East have unsettled global energy markets and
raised concerns about Taiwan's energy supply chain, as
the island imports nearly all of its energy.

The proposed legislation, the Taiwan Energy Security
and Anti-Embargo Act, seeks to ensure Taiwan does not
become vulnerable to supply disruptions, coercion by
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the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), or broader
geopolitical instability. Harrigan emphasized that
“energy vulnerability is national security vulnerability.”
[Harrigan House]

In addition to prioritizing U.S. LNG exports to Taiwan
and incentivizing projects that diversify and secure
supply sources, the bill would promote bilateral
cooperation on nuclear energy technologies and
enhance collaboration to protect Taiwan’'s energy
infrastructure from cyber, physical, and asymmetric
attacks. The legislation would also expand the
authority of the U.S. Maritime Administration to
provide insurance for vessels transporting critical
energy and vital goods to Taiwan if commercial
insurers withdraw coverage due to foreign military
threats. The bill also mandates an independent
analysis of whether U.S. energy export routes could be
redirected toward Taiwan and how long-term energy
partnerships could be strengthened. [Focus Taiwan]
[Taiwan News]

Taiwan, St. Kitts and Nevis deepen
cooperation on sustainability and human
capital

(dqgl) Taiwan Foreign Minister Lin Chia-lung hosted a
delegation from Saint Kitts and Nevis to advance
bilateral cooperation across energy transition,
sustainable development, tourism and talent
development.

Led by Minister of Public Infrastructure, Energy and
Utilities Konris Maynard and Minister of Sustainable
Development Joyelle Clarke, the visit highlighted
opportunities to expand collaboration in sustainable
tourism and leverage Taiwan's expertise in green
energy, carbon trading and the circular economy.
Taipei also underscored education links through
scholarship programs aimed at strengthening human
capital in the Caribbean ally. [Taiwan Today]

Cambodia-Thailand border negotiations
delayed

(Im) Thai officials say discussions with Cambodia on
long-standing border issues will have to wait until the
formation of the new government following the
February election.
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Foreign Minister Sihasak Phuangketkeow said
Cambodia has proposed convening the Thai-
Cambodian Joint Boundary Commission (JBC)—the
bilateral body responsible for border demarcation
negotiations—but Thailand will only determine its
negotiating position once the new administration has
taken office. He added that any JBC meeting must
address the full range of issues covered by its mandate
under international law, rather than focusing only on
topics raised by Cambodia. Questions such as the
possible cancellation of the 2001 memorandum of
understanding on border management will likewise be
decided by the incoming government and reflected in
its policy statement to parliament. The two countries
signed a ceasefire in late December following border
tensions, after which Cambodia released 18 Thai-
detained Cambodian soldiers once the truce held for
72 hours. [Bangkok Post 1]

At the same time, Thailand has confirmed that no new
Cambodian migrant workers will be allowed to enter
the country, citing security concerns linked to last
year's border clashes. Labour Minister Treenuch
Thienthong said the government will instead focus on
regulating Cambodian workers already in Thailand who
hold valid work permits. All workers must remain
formally registered with verified employers, and the
labor authorities have been instructed to tighten
monitoring and coordinate closely with security
agencies. Business groups have warned that restricting
Cambodian labor could worsen existing workforce
shortages and affect Thailand's economic
competitiveness, but the government maintains that
migration policy must not compromise national
security. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thai king undertakes state visit to Laos
marking milestone in bilateral relations

(Im) Thailand’s King Maha Vajiralongkorn and Queen
Suthida began a three-day state visit to Laos on March
16 at the invitation of Lao President Thongloun
Sisoulith, marking the first state visit to Laos by a Thai
monarch in more than three decades. The visit forms
part of commemorations marking the 75th anniversary
of diplomatic relations between the two countries.

The trip follows recent high-level symbolic cooperation
between the two countries, including the joint opening
in December 2025 of a Thai-Lao Friendship Bridge
linking Thailand's Bung Kan province with Laos's
Borikhamxay province. [Bangkok Post]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-itu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-iil/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ghdlull-l-iir/

In parallel with the royal visit, Thai authorities recently
confirmed that Bangkok will continue exporting refined
fuel to Laos despite domestic concerns about possible
energy supply disruptions linked to the escalating war
in the Middle East. [Khaosod English]

Thailand prepares response to U.S. trade
investigation

(Im) Thailand is preparing a formal response after the
United States Trade Representative (USTR)—the U.S.
government agency responsible for international trade
policy and enforcement—opened new investigations
into alleged unfair trade practices involving several
countries, including Thailand. The probe is being
conducted under Section 301 of the U.S. Trade Act of
1974, a legal mechanism Washington uses to
investigate and potentially impose tariffs in response
to trade practices it considers discriminatory or
harmful to U.S. industries.

The investigation follows concerns in Washington over
Thailand's large trade surplus with the United States,
which reportedly reached USD 51 billion in 2025, up
from USD 46 billion in 2024. U.S. officials have also
cited what they describe as excess manufacturing
capacity in parts of Thailand's industrial sector, noting
that factory utilization has remained below 60 percent
for two consecutive years.

According to the USTR, sectors under scrutiny include
automobiles, auto parts, machinery, and rubber
products. Thailand and other affected countries have
until April 15 to submit written comments, while
formal hearings on the investigation are scheduled to
begin on May 5. Potential findings under Section 301
could lead to tariff measures or other trade
restrictions, making the investigation a potentially
significant issue for Thailand’s export-oriented
manufacturing industries and bilateral trade relations
with the United States. [Bangkok Post]

Timor-Leste, US discuss defense, economy
and ASEAN plans

(ms) Timor-Leste and the United States held talks on
strengthening bilateral cooperation, focusing on
defense, governance and economic development.

Agio Pereira, Minister of the Presidency of the Council
of Ministers, met with US Chargé d'Affaires Bruce
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Begnell and senior embassy officials in Dili to discuss
areas of shared interest. The dialogue covered
institutional cooperation and defense, as well as
Timor-Leste's ongoing decentralization efforts aimed at
strengthening local governments.

Both sides also addressed regional priorities, including
preparations for Timor-Leste’s planned ASEAN
chairmanship in 2029 and its broader engagement in
multilateral frameworks.

Cybersecurity was another key topic, with discussions
on improving legal frameworks and coordination to
address cybercrime risks, an area of growing
importance as the country digitizes its economy and
public services.

Economic cooperation featured prominently,
particularly major projects such as the Greater Sunrise
gas development and efforts to improve the
investment climate. Officials highlighted the
importance of stable regulations and international
partnerships to attract foreign investment.

The meeting reflects continued US engagement in
Timor-Leste, supporting governance reforms and
economic development as the country seeks deeper
regional integration. [Government of Timor-Leste]

Vietnam and China strengthen strategic
cooperation through new 3+3 dialogue

(hn) Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi began a three-
day visit to Vietnam from 15 to 18 March to attend the
first ministerial-level China-Vietnam “3+3" strategic
dialogue on diplomacy, defense, and public security.
He was accompanied by China's Minister of National
Defense, Dong Jun, and Minister of Public Security,
Wang Xiaohong. During the visit, Wang Yi met with
Vietnamese counterparts including General Secretary
T6 Lam, Foreign Minister Le Hoai Trung, Minister of
Public Security Luong Tam Quang, and Defense
Minister Phan Van Giang.

The visit aims to strengthen bilateral relations, deepen
strategic trust, and expand cooperation between the
two countries, including coordination on global
governance and energy security. Both sides
emphasized the importance of maintaining stable
China-Vietnam relations amid growing geopolitical
uncertainties and reaffirmed their commitment to
closer political and security cooperation.
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During meetings in Hanoi, the two sides also discussed
implementing agreements reached by the leadership
of the Communist Party of China and the Communist
Party of Vietnam. These include the launch of the first
ministerial-level “3+3" strategic dialogue and the
convening of the 17th meeting of the China-Vietnam
Steering Committee for Bilateral Cooperation.

At the dialogue, senior officials from both countries’
diplomatic, defense, and security sectors highlighted
the role of the new mechanism in strengthening
political trust and enhancing coordination on
development and security. Both sides agreed to
expand cooperation in areas such as trade,
investment, infrastructure, science and technology,
border management, crime prevention, and
information security, while also promoting exchanges
on national defense and security. The ministers
reaffirmed their commitment to strengthening
bilateral relations, including Vietnam’s adherence to
the one-China policy, and emphasized the importance
of managing maritime issues peacefully in accordance
with international law to maintain regional stability and
development.

Both countries also stressed the importance of
deepening strategic trust and expanding cooperation
in areas such as green development, connectivity, and
high-level exchanges, reaffirming their intention to
further strengthen the China-Vietnam partnership.
[tbvnews] [Vietnamnews1] [Globaltimes]
[Viethamnews?2]

China and Vietnam to hold joint Gulf of
Tonkin naval patrol

(ms) China and Vietnam will hold a joint naval patrol
and training exercise in the Gulf of Tonkin on March 18
and 19 as part of their 10th border defense friendship
exchange, maintaining a regular channel of military
cooperation despite wider tensions in the South China
Sea.

The exercise will be done in areas linked to Vietnam's
Quang Ninh province, China's Guangxi region and the
Gulf of Tonkin. According to Chinese and Vietnamese
defense statements, the program will include joint fleet
patrols, training drills, medical outreach and cultural
activities in border communities.

Vietnamese media said the Vietnam People’'s Navy will
deploy the frigates Tran Hung Dao and Ly Thai To. The
activities are set to include coordination meetings,
formation maneuvers, maritime escort drills, anti-
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piracy exercises and search-and-rescue cooperation,
alongside ship visits and professional exchanges
between the two sides. [Anadolu Ajansi] [CGTV] [South
China Morning Post] [Tuoi Tre]

Vietnam: Naval ship returns after
multilateral MILAN 2026 exercise in India

(hn) A ship of the Vietnam People's Navy has returned
to Ho Chi Minh City after successfully participating in
the MILAN 2026 multilateral naval exercise hosted by
India. Ship 17 of Brigade 171 completed a voyage of
over 5,000 nautical miles, combining the international
exercise with long-distance training at sea to enhance
operational coordination, command capabilities, and
combat readiness.

The exercise, held under the theme “Camaraderie,
Cooperation, Collaboration,” brought together 74
countries, with 16 deploying naval vessels. During the
mission, the Vietnamese delegation also engaged in
defense diplomacy activities, including port visits and
exchanges with regional navies, such as the Royal
Malaysian Navy.

The mission strengthened international naval
cooperation, promoted the image of Vietnam as a
responsible partner, and contributed to regional
dialogue on maritime security and stability.
[Tuoitrenews] [VoiceofVietnam]

Angola and Vietnam seek stronger energy
cooperation and trade expansion

(hn) Pham Minh Chinh, Prime Minister of Vietnam, and
Jodo Manuel Gongalves Lourenco, President of Angola,
held a phone conversation to discuss strengthening

bilateral relations and addressing international issues.

Chinh highlighted the two countries’ traditional
friendship and proposed expanding cooperation,
especially in energy, suggesting Angola increase crude
oil and gas supplies to Vietnam. He also encouraged
faster implementation of oil and gas cooperation
between PVEP and Sonangol E&P, and support for
Vietnamese investment projects.

Both leaders agreed to deepen cooperation in trade,
investment, agriculture, mining, and energy security,
with the goal of raising bilateral trade to USD 1 billion.
They also discussed promoting agreements on
investment protection and double taxation avoidance.
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The Vietnamese Prime Minister expressed concern
about the Middle East conflict and its global economic
impact, calling for stronger cooperation among
affected countries. He also asked Angola to support
Vietnam's cooperation with the African Union, while
affirming Vietnam’s willingness to help Angola
strengthen ties with Association of Southeast Asian
Nations.

President Lourenco reaffirmed Angola’'s commitment
to expanding cooperation with Vietnam and supported
stronger energy collaboration and continued
government and business exchanges between the two
countries. [Viethnamnews] [Vietnam]

Rising Vietnamese rebar exports trigger
US anti-dumping investigation and tariffs

(hn) The U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC) has
issued a preliminary determination in an anti-dumping
investigation into reinforcing steel (rebar) imports from
Vietnam, proposing temporary tariffs of over 130
percent. The DOC concluded that Vietnamese rebar is
being sold in the U.S. at prices below fair value, which
allegedly harms domestic steel producers.

The investigation was initiated after U.S. steel
manufacturers filed complaints under U.S. anti-
dumping laws. During the investigation, the DOC
selected one Vietnamese company as the mandatory
respondent and reviewed about ten affiliated firms,
including several linked to Hoa Phat Group such as
Hoa Phat Hai Duong, Hoa Phat Dung Quat, and Hoa
Phat Hung Yen.

According to the preliminary findings, the mandatory
respondent and its affiliates face a provisional anti-
dumping duty of 121.97 percent, while other
Vietnamese exporters not individually investigated
may face tariffs of up to 130.77 percent.

The investigation was partly triggered by a rapid
increase in Vietham's rebar exports to the U.S: exports
rose from about 43 tons in 2022 to 27,700 tons in
2023, and 56,400 tons in 2024, valued at nearly USD 30
million.

However, this decision is not final. The DOC will
continue collecting information and verifying company
data, while also assessing whether U.S. producers
suffered material injury. The final determination is
expected in July 2026, and the tariffs may be
maintained, adjusted, or removed. [Vietnamfinance]
[Tuoitrenews]
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Slovakia and Vietham expand cooperation
in firefighting and rescue operations

(hn) A delegation from Vietnam'’s Fire Prevention,
Fighting and Rescue Police Department visited
Bratislava, Slovakia from March 9 - 12 to strengthen
bilateral cooperation in firefighting and rescue. Led by
Colonel Hoang Ngoc Huynh, the delegation met Slovak
firefighting institutions, technical centers, and the Lest
military training facility to study Slovakia's specialized
rescue vehicles, technologies, and digital
transformation practices.

They also discussed cooperation with CSM Industry on
potential technology transfer and the possible
production of Slovak-designed firefighting and rescue
vehicles in Vietnam. Both sides emphasized expanding
collaboration in training, technology exchange, and
equipment development, building on previous
engagements following the 2025 visit of Vietnam'’s
Minister of Public Security Lwong Tam Quang to
Slovakia. [Viethamnews]

Argentina and Vietnam explore deeper
trade and investment cooperation

(hn) At a trade seminar in Buenos Aires,
representatives from the Embassy of Vietnam in
Argentina and the Argentine Chamber of Commerce
for Asia and the Pacific discussed opportunities to
expand bilateral trade and investment cooperation.

Vietnamese Ambassador Ngo Minh Nguyet highlighted
Vietnam'’s economic priorities, including digital
transformation, green and circular economy
development, and high-tech sectors such as
semiconductors and renewable energy. She also noted
that in December 2025 Vietnam and MERCOSUR
launched negotiations for a Preferential Trade
Agreement (PTA), which is expected to strengthen
trade and investment ties with member states
including Argentina.

The two countries are also close to finalizing a double
taxation avoidance agreement, while exploring new
cooperation areas such as satellite data services,
biotechnology, healthcare, and agro-industrial
development. Bilateral trade has surpassed USD 3
billion annually, making Argentina Vietnam'’s sixth-
largest trading partner and one of its key partners in
Latin America. [Vietnamnews] [Vietnamplus]
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Announcements

Upcoming online events

18 March 2026 @ 2:00-3:00 p.m. (GMT+1), Chatham
House, United Kingdom

Kazakhstan is rewriting its constitution. Is
it an exercise in authoritarian
modernisation?

This webinar examines the sweeping constitutional
amendments unveiled in Kazakhstan in January, which
propose major institutional changes—including the
introduction of a vice presidency, the dissolution of the
upper chamber of parliament, and the restoration of a
fully proportional party-list electoral system—
presented by Kassym-Jomart Tokayev's government as
modernization away from a super-presidential model.
It will discuss what these reforms reveal about
Kazakhstan's political trajectory, their implications for
executive power, elite dynamics from the era of
Nursultan Nazarbayev, presidential succession ahead
of the 2029 election, and the country's relationship
with Russia. For more information and registration,
visit [Chatham House].

18 March 2026 @ 3:45-4:45 p.m. (GMT+1), Chatham
House, United Kingdom

US-China: What are the two superpowers
competing for?

This online panel examines the intensifying strategic
rivalry between the United States and China, as both
powers compete for technological leadership,
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economic advantage and geopolitical influence in an
increasingly contested global landscape. It will explore
the drivers of this competition—from trade and
industrial policy to defense modernization and
emerging technologies—while assessing where
confrontation or limited cooperation may still be
possible and what the rivalry means for global
governance, economic stability and regional security.
For more information and registration, visit [Chatham
House].

18 March 2026 @ 10:00-11:30 a.m. (GMT-5), Stimson
Center, USA

New Frontiers for North Korean
Surveillance and Repression

This hybrid event examines the intensifying system of
repression, surveillance and external control exercised
by North Korea since 2020, as the government
advances a new five-year economic plan while
tightening restrictions on its population at home and
abroad. The discussion will explore how technological
surveillance, overseas labor systems and forced
repatriation practices reinforce internal and external
repression—and what this means for accountability,
protection and future policy responses. For more
information and registration, visit [Stimson Center].

18 March 2026 @ 2:00-3:00 p.m. (GMT-5), Center for
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), USA

Energy Dominance and the Defense
Industrial Base

This webcast presents a new study by the Center for
Strategic and International Studies examining the
relationship between energy infrastructure and the
defense industrial base in the United States. The
discussion will highlight key findings and policy
recommendations on the energy implications of
revitalizing the defense industrial base and explore the
nexus between U.S. energy security, defense strategy
and manufacturing trade-offs. For more information
and registration, please see [CSIS].

18 March 2026 @ 2:30-3:30 p.m. (GMT-5), Center for
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), USA
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Strategic Japan 2026: Countering
Challenges from Autocratic Powers

This webcast highlights research by Japanese scholars
on evolving regional and global security challenges and
their implications for the United States-Japan alliance.
The discussion will examine the strategic challenges
posed by cooperation among autocratic states such as
China and Russia and the implications for Japan and
regional stability. For more information and
registration, please see [CSIS].

18 March 2026 @ 10:00-11:00 a.m. (GMT-5), Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, USA

War, Peace, and the Future of the U.S.-
Israeli Relationship

This online panel explores the paradox in the
relationship between United States and Israel—at a
time when Israel's image in the United States is at a
low point, strategic cooperation between Washington
and the government of Benjamin Netanyahu and the
administration of Donald Trump has reached
unprecedented levels—and asks whether the alliance’s
traditional foundations of shared values, converging
interests, and strong domestic support are under
strain. The discussion will also address the question of
the future of U.S.-Israeli relations in an increasingly
complex and volatile Middle East. For more
information and registration, please see [Carnegie].

19 March 2026 @ 8:00 a.m. - 7:00 p.m. (GMT+1),
Chatham House, United Kingdom

Global trade 2026

This hybrid conference examines the shifting
landscape of global trade amid rising economic
nationalism, intensifying strategic competition and the
evolving trade policies of the United States under the
second administration of Donald Trump. It will explore
how major economies—including those in Asia and
Europe—are adapting as economic security, supply
chain resilience and technological competition
increasingly reshape the multilateral trading system,
testing the role of the World Trade Organization and
the future of rules-based global commerce. For more
information and registration, visit [Chatham House].
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19 March 2026 @ 1:00-3:00 p.m. (GMT-5), Stimson
Center, USA

New Frontiers for North Korean
Surveillance and Repression

This event examines the transformation of the
traditional Middle East into an increasingly
interconnected West Asia, where economic networks,
technological infrastructure and trade corridors are
reshaping regional dynamics and strengthening ties
with Asia. It will explore how this shift—driven in part
by the rising global role of the Persian Gulf—affects
global power balances and what it means for the
strategy of the United States as it moves from “nation-
building” toward “order-building” in a region
increasingly influenced by Asian partners and
technology-driven development. For more information
and registration, visit [Stimson Center].

20 March 2026 @ 9:30-10:30 p.m. (GMT-5), Stimson
Center, USA

Protecting Water in the Mining Rush:
Lessons from Africa and Southeast Asia

This event examines the growing tensions between the
global demand for critical minerals and the protection
of water resources, highlighting how mining activities
are affecting communities and ecosystems in regions
such as mainland Southeast Asia and Africa. Held
ahead of World Water Day, the discussion will explore
how mining—particularly for minerals used in clean
energy technologies—can threaten access to safe
water through pollution, accidents and unregulated
extraction, while also highlighting emerging efforts to
safeguard water resources as mineral demand
continues to rise. For more information and
registration, visit [Stimson Center].

20 March 2026 @ 10:00-11:30 a.m. (GMT+7), ISEAS -
Yusof Ishak Institute, Singapore

What to Make of Trump'’s Southeast Asia
Strategy?

This webinar examines the policy of the United States
toward Southeast Asia during the second
administration of Donald Trump, focusing on how
unpredictability, transactional diplomacy and shifting
approaches to China have shaped regional perceptions
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of U.S. reliability and strategic intent. The discussion
will assess the implications of these dynamics for
regional trust in Washington, the future of U.S.
engagement in Southeast Asia and the strategic
positioning of the United States over the remainder of
the administration’s term. For more information and
registration, visit [ISEAS].

Recent Book Releases

Jens Stoltenberg, On My Watch: Leading NATO in a
Time of War, W. W. Norton, published November 11,
2025. For a review, see [Foreign Affairs].

Frank Dikétter, Red Dawn Over China: How
Communism Conquered a Quarter of Humanity,
Bloomsbury, 384 pages, published February 24, 2026.
For a review, see [China Books Review].

Chenggang Xu, Institutional Genes: Origins of China's
Institutions and Totalitarianism, Cambridge University
Press, 800 pages, published August 21, 2026. For a
review, see [China Books Review].

Indrani Sigamany, Nomadic Indigenous Peoples and
the Law: Self-determination, Land Rights and Gender
Justice in India, Routledge, 174 pages, published July
21, 2025. For a review, see [LSE].

Robert Templer, The Shah’s Party: And the Iranian
Revolution That Followed, Hurst, 392 pages, published
March 9, 2026. For a review, see [Asian Review of
Books].

Calls

The Global Studies Research Network invites paper
proposals for its Twentieth Global Studies
Conference “The Social Question Revisited:
Inequality, Ideology, and Interdependence,” to be
held on July 15-17, 2027, at Sorbonne University, Paris,
France, and online. The manuscript submission
deadline is June 15, 2027. For more information, see
[Global Studies Research Network].

Jobs and Positions

The International Criminal Court (ICC) seeks a
Project Officer, Office of the Prosecutor. The deadline
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for application submission is December 31, 2026. For
more information, see [ICC].

The International Organization for Migration (I0M)
seeks a Project Associate - Mae Sot (Thailand). The
deadline for application submission is March 19, 2026.
For more information, see [IOM].

The United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) seeks a Programme Management Officer -
Bangkok (Thailand). The deadline for application
submission is April 3, 2026. For more information, see
[UNEP].

The United Nations Office for Project Services
(UNOPS) seeks a Management and Oversight Senior
Advisor (Bangkok, Thailand). The deadline for
application submission is March 24, 2026. For more
information, see [UNOPS].

Save the Children seeks a Senior Programme
Operations Advisor - ESA region. The deadline for
application submission is March 31, 2026. For more
information, see [Save the Children].

RTI International seeks a Director - Surveys and
Observational Studies. The deadline for application
submission is March 31, 2026. For more information,
see [RTI].

The Centre on Regulation in Europe (CERRE) seeks a
Director - Energy, Mobility & Sustainability. The
deadline for application submission is March 16, 2026.
For more information, see [CERRE].

The European Stability Mechanism (ESM) seeks a
Research Officer - Chief Economist Department. The
deadline for application submission is April 9, 2026. For
more information, see [ESM].

The International Institute for Democracy and
Electoral Assistance (International IDEA) seeks a
Project Manager - Guatemala. The deadline for
application submission is April 9, 2026. For more
information, see [International IDEA].
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Khanh Ngo (hn), Henning Glaser (hg), Jones Luka Naciri
Taoufik (jn), Lalitphat Rakprik (Ir), Linh Nguyen (In), Lucas
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We would greatly appreciate your feedback! Please
send any feedback you have regarding this newsletter
to: contact@cpg-online.de.

Also, don't forget to Like CPG on Facebook, and
browse our website for other updates and news!
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