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Welcome to This Week's Asia on the Horizon 
06 OCTOBER 2025 

The Indo-Pacific once again stands at the crossroads of power, ambition, and 
adaptation — and this week’s Asia on the Horizon charts how the region’s political, 
economic, and security landscapes are converging into a moment of profound 
transition. The latest developments reveal an Asia that is no longer a passive theater 
of great-power rivalry, but an active architect of the emerging order. From new 
diplomatic alignments and high-stakes economic negotiations to shifting defense 
doctrines and surging domestic sentiment, this issue offers a panoramic view of a 
region testing the limits of cooperation while preparing for turbulence. 

We begin in Northeast Asia, where Beijing and Pyongyang have reasserted their “anti-
hegemony” partnership in a display of political solidarity that underscores China’s 
renewed willingness to act as North Korea’s strategic shield. At the same time, Seoul is 
pursuing a delicate duality — inviting Chinese tourists through a pilot visa-free scheme 
even as President Lee Jae Myung orders a firm crackdown on anti-Chinese rallies and 
unveils an ambitious 8.2% defense budget increase to strengthen deterrence. Japan, 
too, enters uncharted territory: the Liberal Democratic Party’s election of Sanae 
Takaichi as its first female leader — and likely next prime minister — signals both a 
generational and ideological pivot, as Tokyo seeks to reconcile domestic reform with 
an assertive regional role. 

Further south, Taiwan continues its subtle but determined outreach to Europe, as 
Foreign Minister Joseph Wu’s visit to Poland cements growing European engagement 
with Taipei amid rising cross-strait tension. Meanwhile, India is deepening its dual 
strategy of economic nationalism and global engagement: the resumption of direct 
flights between India and China after a five-year freeze marks a cautious thaw, even 
as New Delhi champions indigenous digital tools to challenge U.S. tech dominance. 
Across the Pacific, Australia finds itself navigating the complex intersection of 
economics and security — voicing concern over China’s reported pause in BHP iron ore 
purchases while moving ahead with a US$705 million acquisition of American rocket 
systems to enhance regional defense integration. 

China’s economic pulse remains another focal point. A sixth straight month of 
manufacturing contraction has intensified calls for stimulus, even as Beijing seeks to 
offset headwinds through targeted reforms — from expanding its “K-visa” program to 
attract global tech talent, to exploring a rare earths refinery partnership with 
Malaysia, potentially reshaping the global supply chain. Meanwhile, the Golden Week 
statistics tell a different story: record-breaking 2.36 billion domestic trips, surging 
consumer activity, and booming cultural participation underscore the resilience of 
China’s internal economy amid external strain. 
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This week’s edition also turns to the diplomatic ripple effects of global conflicts. In 
Europe, Taiwan’s defense intelligence warns that a Ukrainian defeat could embolden 
Beijing to move more aggressively toward Taiwan — a stark reminder of how Eurasian 
and Indo-Pacific security are now intertwined. On the Korean Peninsula, high-level 
visits from Laos and other socialist states hint at North Korea’s quiet diplomatic 
reactivation, with Kim Jong Un framing ties with Xi Jinping as enduring “no matter how 
the global order changes.” 

Rounding out this week’s regional panorama, our Special Features section brings the 
Indo-Pacific into sharper visual and analytical focus: 

• The Map of the Week presents a striking nighttime image of the Korean 
Peninsula captured from the International Space Station, a vivid portrayal of 
the peninsula’s enduring divide — where the brilliance of South Korea’s urban 
sprawl stands in stark contrast to North Korea’s darkness, underscoring the 

region’s deep economic and developmental disparities. 

• The Infographic of the Week explores China’s National Day, tracing its 
evolution from the founding ceremony of 1949 to today’s mass celebrations of 
modernization, unity, and national pride. It also unpacks the symbolic and 
political dimensions of this year’s 76th anniversary, including the global 
diplomatic messages that accompanied the event. 

• The Statistics of the Week analyzes China’s record-breaking “Golden Week” 
travel surge, where more than 2.36 billion trips and unprecedented consumer 
activity illustrated both domestic vitality and the challenge of translating 
household confidence into sustained economic momentum. 

Taken together, this edition captures a region in dynamic flux — where confrontation 
and cooperation, nationalism and globalization, deterrence and diplomacy all coexist 
in uneasy balance. Asia on the Horizon remains your guide to understanding these 
shifts, connecting the dots between the week’s defining developments to illuminate 
the strategic horizon taking shape across the Indo-Pacific. 
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1. KEY DEVELOPMENTS 

China–North Korea Reaffirm Alliance and Declare Joint Pushback on 
“Hegemonism” 

In a high-stakes diplomatic meeting on September 28, N.Korean Foreign Minister Choe 
Son Hui visited Beijing for talks with her Chinese counterpart Wang Yi, marking her 
second trip to China within a month. The meeting followed the September summit in 
Beijing between Kim and Xi, and the two sides used the encounter to reaffirm that their 
bilateral ties are “unchangeable” and must evolve in line with shifting global dynamics. 
China pledged to intensify coordination in regional and international forums, and both 
partners pledged to “resist all forms of hegemonism and unilateralism,” language 
widely understood as a veiled critique of U.S. global dominance.  

The public rhetoric signals a deepening strategic convergence between Beijing and 
Pyongyang at a moment of intense great-power rivalry. For China, bolstering ties with 
N.Korea offers a way to assert influence in Northeast Asia while containing U.S. sway; 
for N.Korea, reaffirming China as a diplomatic and strategic backer strengthens 
Pyongyang’s global positioning amid international isolation. Analysts will watch closely 
whether this diplomatic sync translates into more overt coordination — for instance 
through joint statements at multilateral forums, synchronized messaging on U.S. 
policies, or even logistical and intelligence support. 

South Korea Launches Visa-Free Pilot for Chinese Tour Groups 

On September 29, S.Korea rolled out a pilot visa-free entry scheme aimed at Chinese 
tourist groups, allowing groups of three or more mainland Chinese visitors to stay for 
up to 15 days without a visa. The program is slated to run through June 2026, 
strategically timed to coincide with China’s National Day holiday (October 1–8) and an 
overlapping series of Korean public holidays. Seoul’s government and private sector 
are already aligning to capitalize: duty-free shops are packaging Chinese cruise tours, 
and major digital services are integrating Chinese mobile payment platforms in 
anticipation of surging demand.  

The decision reflects a dual-purpose calculus: reviving tourism-led growth and 
repairing Sino-Korean relations under President Lee Jae Myung’s administration. 
Chinese visitors have long represented the largest share of inbound tourism to South 
Korea, and the new visa-free channel aims to lower friction in travel and stimulate 
cross-border people-to-people ties. However, outcomes may be uneven. Airlines warn 
that tight competition and low fares could limit profit gains despite higher passenger 
numbers. Additionally, for S.Korea the move carries political and security risk: public 
backlash or nationalist backlash could complicate domestic reception, while rival 
regional destinations may up the ante in tourism offerings. In the months ahead, 
observers will watch whether the pilot evolves into a more permanent or expansive 

regime—and whether deeper diplomatic cooperation follows tourism diplomacy. 
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Trilateral Powers Launch New 2026–2030 Environmental 
Cooperation Agenda 

At the 26th Tripartite Environment Ministers Meeting in Yantai on September 28, 
China, Japan, and South Korea unveiled a new Joint Action Plan on Environmental 
Cooperation for 2026–2030. The plan identifies eight priority areas—ranging from air 
and water quality, biodiversity, to low-carbon technology cooperation—and lays out 
practical steps for joint research, shared infrastructure, and coordinated policy 
interventions. Chinese Environment Minister Huang Runqiu emphasized that the 
framework “lays a solid foundation for trilateral environmental collaboration over the 
next five years.”  

This renewed cooperation marks a recalibration in Northeast Asian environmental 
diplomacy. Despite persistent geopolitical tensions among the three, the joint plan 
signals a mutual recognition that climate and ecological challenges cross national 
boundaries and demand collective responses. For China, Japan, and South Korea—
economies heavily interlinked through supply chains and infrastructure—the agenda 
offers a venue to stabilize regional governance and build trust via “low-politics” 
cooperation. Observers will now test whether the lofty goals translate into real 
synchrony: success will depend on whether each country truly allocates budgetary, 
institutional, and technological resources to shared projects, and whether this 
momentum can spill over into broader climate diplomacy in the Indo-Pacific. 

Reconciliation Overture: Lee and Ishiba Seek Reset in Seoul Summit 

On September 30, South Korean President Lee Jae Myung hosted Japanese Prime 
Minister Shigeru Ishiba in Busan as part of a goodwill mission aimed at accelerating a 
thaw in bilateral ties. Their talks zeroed in on deepening economic and security 
cooperation, with particular emphasis on synchronizing responses to U.S. trade 
pressure. Ishiba, who is set to step down in early October as his party elects a new 
leader, was spoken of by Seoul as a bridge-builder capable of carrying forward 
reconciliation even after his departure.  

The summit underscored a mutual recognition that Seoul and Tokyo must coordinate 
more closely in a volatile international environment—especially given Washington’s 
push for generous industrial investment pledges in exchange for tariff relief. While 
Tokyo has already sealed a $550 billion pledge tied to its U.S. trade deal, Seoul remains 
bogged down in negotiations over how to structure its $350 billion commitment 
without triggering financial strain. Observers will watch whether the Busan meeting 
yields concrete follow-on mechanisms—for instance, joint diplomacy toward 
Washington, synchronized trade posture, or security coordination on challenges such 
as North Korea and supply chain resilience. 
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Manufacturing Slump Deepens: China’s Factory Sector Contracts for 
Sixth Month 

China’s manufacturing sector remained mired in contraction in September, marking a 
sixth consecutive month of weakness. According to official data, the Purchasing 
Managers’ Index (PMI) inched up to 49.8 from 49.4 in August—but stayed firmly below 
the 50 threshold that separates expansion from decline. The sustained downturn 
underscores persistent drag from soft domestic demand, intensifying price 
competition, and ongoing uncertainty stemming from U.S. trade pressures. 
Meanwhile, non-manufacturing activity also cooled, with the official non-
manufacturing PMI sliding to 50.0 from 50.3—its weakest reading since late 2024.  

Interestingly, private surveys diverge: the RatingDog / S&P Global private PMI rose to 
51.2, its strongest since March, buoyed by new orders and export activity among small 
and export-oriented firms. This gap highlights a bifurcated recovery, with exporters—
particularly those shifting focus to markets outside the U.S.—showing pockets of 
resilience even as the broader economy struggles. As Beijing braces for its upcoming 
Communist Party meeting in October, policymakers face mounting pressure to 
calibrate more targeted stimulus — likely via consumer credit easing and selective 
infrastructure investment — while avoiding the fiscal excesses of past cycles. 

China Rolls Out “K-Visa” to Counter U.S. H-1B Surcharge and Attract 
Global Tech Talent 

China is launching a new K visa, effective October 1, aimed at luring young foreign 
STEM graduates with the promise of residence and work rights without employer 
sponsorship. The move comes as the United States announced a steep $100,000 
annual fee for H-1B visas, a shock to tech employers and prospective immigrants. China 
describes the K visa as a tool for “exchanges and cooperation” between domestic and 
overseas STEM talent, hoping to enhance its global innovation standing amid 
intensifying geopolitical competition.  

But practical uncertainty looms. Many critical details — such as duration of stay, family 
sponsorship options, or pathways to permanent residency — remain unspecified. 
Observers also flag language barriers, workplace culture, and China’s limited history of 
large-scale immigration as potential constraints. Even so, the timing is politically 
charged: Beijing positions the K visa as a symbolic counterweight to U.S. tightening, 
underlining how immigration policy is becoming an arena of global technology 

competition. 
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Rallying Europe: Taiwan’s Foreign Minister Seeks New Democratic 
Front 

During a visit to Poland, Taiwan’s Foreign Minister Lin Chia-lung used the platform of 
the Warsaw Security Forum to urge European states to move beyond rhetoric and 
actively support Taipei in confronting authoritarian pressure. Lin contended that 
Europe and Taiwan face parallel strategic challenges—from hybrid warfare and 
coercion to disinformation—and likened the axis formed by China, Russia, Iran, and 
North Korea to an emergent “axis of upheaval” assailing the rules-based order. He also 
called on Europeans to deepen economic security linkages, spotlighting Taiwan’s 
semiconductor sector and recent investment ties in Germany as potential vectors of 
mutual resilience.  

The speech underscores Taipei’s evolving Europe-first strategy—an effort to build 
alternative diplomatic bulwarks even as formal recognition remains constrained. Yet 
the approach carries risks. Beijing swiftly criticized the address, framing it as an attempt 
to “grab eyeballs” and meddle in China’s internal affairs. For Taiwan, the core test lies 
ahead: can this messaging translate into real European policy shifts—such as defense 
cooperation, investment commitments, or collective deterrence measures—even in 
the absence of formal diplomatic ties? 

Beijing Hits Pause on BHP Shipments — Canberra Raises the Alarm 

Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese voiced concern on October 1 over reports 
that China Mineral Resources Group (CMRG) — China’s state iron-ore procurement 
body — had directed steelmakers and traders to pause purchases of BHP’s dollar-
denominated seaborne iron-ore cargoes during ongoing price negotiations. The move, 
first flagged by Bloomberg sources, is widely viewed as a bargaining tactic: Beijing is 
pushing for more favorable contract terms, possibly shifting price structures or 
settlement currencies. Albanese stressed that such disruptions must be temporary and 
called for markets to “operate properly,” while Treasurer Jim Chalmers planned direct 
consultations with BHP’s CEO. 

While the standoff carries commercial overtones, it also signals deeper structural shifts 
in China’s supply management and pricing posture. Analysts note BHP supplied roughly 
40 % of China’s seaborne iron ore last year, giving Beijing limited room to cut ties 
entirely without risking steel output bottlenecks. At the same time, China is expanding 
new supply avenues — most notably its state-backed Simandou project in Guinea — 
which could reduce reliance on Australian exports over time. If drawn out, the pause 
could tighten margins across steel producers, force selective output cuts, and pressure 
Australia’s budget, which relies heavily on iron ore earnings.  Nonetheless, many 
observers view this as a calculated negotiating gambit rather than a full-blown trade 
embargo; for now, the test will be whether both sides hold firm or yield ground. 
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Seoul Pushes Ahead on Defense Autonomy with 8.2 % Budget Rise 

On October 1, South Korean President Lee Jae Myung announced that the 2026 
defense budget will be increased by 8.2 percent to 66.3 trillion won (roughly USD 47.1 
billion). Speaking on Armed Forces Day, Lee framed the hike as essential in an age of 
“heightened conflict” and disruption, arguing that Seoul must rely less on external 
guarantees and more on its own deterrent capacity. The increase is the most 
substantial boost in defense outlays in over 15 years. 

The extra funding is slated to support advanced military technologies—drones, 
robotics, precision weapons—and reinforce strategic readiness. While the Lee 
administration continues to affirm the U.S.–South Korea alliance, this move 
underscores a shift toward strategic self-reliance and compressed dependence on U.S. 
force projection. The challenge now lies in executing procurement, sustaining military 
modernization, and calibrating alliance roles—especially in light of Washington’s 
increasing pressure on allies to share more of the security burden. 

Taiwan Resists U.S. Push for 50-50 Semiconductor Split 

In a sharp rebuke to a U.S. proposal floated by Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick, 
Taiwan’s lead tariff negotiator, Vice Premier Cheng Li-chiun, declared on October 1 that 
Taiwan will not agree to a 50-50 split in semiconductor production between Taiwan 
and the United States. Cheng clarified that the issue was never discussed in the current 
round of trade talks and emphasized that her team had made no commitment to such 
a condition. The remarks come amid mounting U.S. pressure to onshore more chip 
manufacturing in America under the pretext of supply chain security, a push Taiwan 
views as incompatible with its existing industrial model and sovereignty over its 

technological infrastructure.  

Taiwan’s response signals growing diplomatic and economic friction in U.S.–Taiwan 
tech diplomacy. While Taiwan has already committed to building major fabs in Arizona, 
it insists the bulk of production remain domestically rooted and seeks instead a 
“Taiwan model” of expanded investment and industrial clustering, rather than forced 
relocation. Moving forward, the U.S. must revise its proposals or risk deepening 
tensions—this standoff may become a bellwether in how far the U.S. can press allies 
to surrender unilateral control over strategic sectors. 
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U.S. Agrees to Looser Visa Access for Korean Workers Amid 
Investment Push 

During a high-level working group meeting on September 30, U.S. officials confirmed 
that South Korean companies may deploy their technical staff to operate at U.S. project 
sites under existing temporary visa regimes. The U.S. side pledged to set up a dedicated 
visa section at its embassy in Seoul and streamline coordination with South Korean 
diplomatic missions, even as deeper overhauls to visa policy remain blocked by 
legislative constraints.  

Though the move stops short of creating new visa categories, it nevertheless softens 
one of the thorniest bilateral friction points following a Georgia raid that saw hundreds 
of Korean workers detained. Seoul, which had threatened that visa uncertainty could 
chill future U.S. investment, views this as a tentative but necessary olive branch. 
Whether it suffices to restore confidence among Korean multinationals will depend on 
how consistently U.S. entry points enforce the clarified rules — and whether Congress 
allows broader structural reform of the visa regime. 

U.S. Greenlights HIMARS Rocket Deal for Australia in Strategic Indo-
Pacific Boost 

On September 30, the U.S. State Department approved a proposed Foreign Military 
Sale of M142 High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems (HIMARS) and associated 
equipment to Australia, valued at approximately $705 million. The Defense Security 
Cooperation Agency has already notified Congress, a procedural step required before 
final contract execution. The sale would significantly bolster Australia’s long-range 
precision-strike capacity and deepen defence interoperability with U.S. forces in the 
region. 

This move signals a further tightening of the U.S.–Australian security partnership amid 
intensifying strategic competition with China. By enabling Canberra to field advanced 
rocket artillery systems, Washington is effectively reinforcing Australia’s deterrent 
posture across its northern approaches and within the broader Indo-Pacific theatre. 
Observers will watch whether the deal becomes a cornerstone for more integrated 
strike architectures among U.S. allies—and whether China responds with 
countermeasures or diplomatic protests. 
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Kim Reaffirms Unshakeable China Alignment Amid Global Flux 

On September 30, North Korean state media KCNA reported that Kim Jong Un 
conveyed a message to Chinese President Xi Jinping, pledging that Pyongyang would 
continue to develop its relationship with China no matter how the international order 
changes. The timing—on China’s National Day—underscores the ritualized diplomatic 
symbolism, but the content signals a deeper strategic commitment at a moment when 
alliances and global power balances are in flux. 

This reaffirmation carries multiple strategic connotations. For Pyongyang, anchoring its 
foreign policy to Beijing serves both as a hedge against isolation and as a signal of 
continuity to domestic and external audiences. For China, it implicitly reinforces its role 
as North Korea’s principal diplomatic patron in the face of U.S. pressure and regional 
volatility. Observers will watch whether this rhetorical constancy translates into more 
substantive coordination—on sanctions relief, trade access, security collaboration, or 
messaging at multilateral forums—and whether Beijing will deepen conditional 
support or maintain strategic distance amid Pyongyang’s nuclear provocations. 

Pyongyang Doubles Down: Vice Foreign Minister Defends Nuclear 
Program at UN 

At the 2025 United Nations General Assembly, North Korean Vice Foreign Minister Kim 
Son Gyong delivered a rare direct address to the global forum, asserting that 
Pyongyang’s nuclear arsenal is enshrined in its state law and constitutes an inalienable 
pillar of national sovereignty. He condemned demands for “denuclearization” as 
tantamount to asking North Korea to relinquish its right to existence, declaring: “We 
will never give up nuclear … Under any circumstances, we will never walk away from 
this position.”  

The high-visibility intervention signals a calibrated shift in North Korea’s diplomatic 
posture: a mix of resolute defiance coupled with a willingness to keep rhetorical 
channels open. While Kim’s speech left no room for disarmament, it came at a moment 
when Pyongyang has tentatively signaled interest in dialogue—provided conditions 
change. For U.S., South Korean, and Chinese policymakers, the address crystallizes a 
core red line: any diplomacy must reckon with Pyongyang’s uncompromising stance on 

its nuclear status, even as backdoor engagement strategies remain on the table. 
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“Unwavering March Toward Modernization”: China’s 76th National 
Day Signals Continuity and Projection 

On October 1, China celebrated the 76th anniversary of its founding with grand 
ceremonies including a flag-raising in Tiananmen Square and a state reception at the 
Great Hall of the People. In his keynote, President Xi Jinping invoked the “great 
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” as an “unprecedented cause,” calling on citizens 
to “forge ahead with determination” amid both aspiration and challenge. Xi 
emphasized self-reliance, unity, and persistence, while connecting the anniversary to 
broader strategic priorities—such as national modernization, safeguarding 
sovereignty, and deeper integration of Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.  

While largely ceremonial, the messaging is strategically calibrated: China is reaffirming 
a narrative of internal cohesion and progressive modernization amidst rising external 
pressure. The emphasis on resilience amid “aspiration and challenge” signals that 
leadership is preparing the populace for potential economic or geopolitical headwinds. 
Observers will watch the upcoming Fourth Plenum of the 20th Central Committee — 
convened next month to guide the 15th Five-Year Plan (2026–2030) — for how these 
rhetorical threads are woven into policy commitments on innovation, social stability, 
defense posture, and global engagement. 

U.S. Resumes Formal China National Day Acknowledgment Amid 
Diplomatic Reset 

In a return to long-standing diplomatic practice, U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio 
on October 1 issued a formal congratulatory message marking China’s 76th National 
Day: “On behalf of the United States of America, I congratulate the people of China … 
The United States wishes the people of China health, happiness, prosperity and peace 
in the year ahead.” The statement signals a subtle recalibration in bilateral messaging 
protocols: after skipping pre-date greetings last year amid heightened tensions, 
Washington’s renewed gesture may reflect a purposeful thaw or managed diplomatic 
posture.  

The move holds symbolic weight. In the context of strained U.S.–China ties, reinstating 
the tradition of pre-date acknowledgment serves as a small, controlled overture—even 
if modest in substance. The message is unlikely to shift core policy divides, but it does 
offer a rhetorical olive branch. Observers will watch whether this restored protocol is 
accompanied by tougher coordination (or face-saving mechanisms) in trade, tech, and 
security diplomacy—or whether it remains a discrete gesture in the broader contest of 
strategic posturing. 
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China Courts Malaysia with Rare Earths Refinery Proposal 

China and Malaysia are reportedly in preliminary talks to establish a rare earths 
processing refinery in Malaysia, with Malaysia’s sovereign wealth fund Khazanah 
Nasional possibly partnering a Chinese state-owned firm in the venture. Significantly, 
the arrangement would see China exchange its carefully guarded processing 
technology for access to Malaysia’s undeveloped rare earth reserves—marking a 
potential pivot from Beijing’s longstanding policy of restricting technology transfers in 
this critical sector. The proposed plant would aim to process both light and heavy rare 
earth elements, elevating Malaysia from a resource reservoir to an active participant 
in a value-added stage of the supply chain.  

However, multiple hurdles loom. China reportedly questions whether Malaysia can 
reliably supply sufficient raw materials, while Malaysian counterparts have flagged 
environmental impact, regulatory complexity, and jurisdictional licensing issues—
especially limits on mining in sensitive ecological zones. Because China prefers to 
restrict partnerships to state-linked entities to protect trade secrets, the prospective 
deal would structurally exclude private players, constraining broader industrial 
participation. Should the project mature, it could reshape the global rare earth 
landscape by distributing processing capacity beyond China and intensifying 
geopolitical competition with foreign players like Lynas, a dominant rival with 
operations in Malaysia. 

Rough Consensus: Seoul and Washington Inch Toward Security 
Accord 

On October 1, South Korea’s Foreign Minister Cho Hyun announced that Seoul and 
Washington had reached a “rough agreement” on security matters, aligning this 
milestone with ongoing tariff and investment negotiations. The agreement is 
structured to dovetail with Seoul’s $350 billion investment pledge in the U.S. in return 
for tariff reductions—a centerpiece of the broader U.S.–Korea economic deal. Cho 
emphasized that the security components would include elevated South Korean 
defense spending, expanded roles in areas like nuclear fuel processing, and more 
assertive alignment in strategic domains.  

The timing suggests that both governments are striving for a politically coherent 
narrative ahead of the APEC summit in Gyeongju later this month, where U.S. President 
Trump is expected to attend. The accord marks an attempt to anchor Seoul’s 
deepening financial commitments in reciprocal security assurances rather than leaving 
them as unilateral concessions. Yet the phrasing—“rough agreement”—signals that 
key details remain unresolved. Finalizing the mechanics of investment governance, 
accountability, and defense cooperation will be the fulcrum on which trust and stability 
of the broader U.S.–Korea bargain pivot. 
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Ukrainian Stakes, Taiwan Risks: Taipei Sees 2-Front Crisis in the 
Making 

Speaking at the Warsaw Security Forum, Taiwanese Deputy Chief of General Staff for 
Intelligence Hsieh Jih-Sheng warned that a Russian victory over Ukraine could 
embolden China to take bolder action against Taiwan. Hsieh argued that Taipei is 
closely watching the Ukraine conflict for tactical lessons in deterrence, hybrid warfare, 
and resilience, and he cautioned that a Western-backed failure in Europe might be 
interpreted in Beijing as proof that coercion and force can succeed. He also flagged the 
possibility of simultaneous Russian escalation in Ukraine and Chinese pressure across 
the Taiwan Strait—raising the prospect of a two-front geopolitical crisis.  

This linkage between the Ukraine war and Indo-Pacific security underscores Taiwan’s 
evolving strategic posture, one that increasingly sees its fate woven into Europe’s. 
Hsieh’s public remarks—rare for a uniformed official abroad—reveal Taipei’s intent to 
internationalize its security narrative and draw parallels between distant theaters of 
contest. For Beijing, the statement is likely to provoke pushback over perceived 
interference but also invites reassessment of risk calculus: China may interpret 
Western vacillation in Europe as a green light to intensify gray-zone operations, 
coercion, or worst-case escalation toward Taiwan. 

Rare Diplomatic Gesture: Laos’ President to Attend North Korean 
Party Anniversary 

Laotian President Thongloun Sisoulith is slated to visit North Korea on October 10 at 
the invitation of Kim Jong Un to participate in celebrations marking the founding of the 
ruling Workers’ Party of Korea. The visit stands out as one of the few confirmed foreign 
head-of-state visits to Pyongyang in recent years, especially given North Korea’s deep 
international isolation due to sanctions and stringent entry restrictions.  

This diplomatic signal carries layered significance. For Pyongyang, hosting a sitting 
Asian leader at a major party anniversary bolsters its narrative of legitimacy and 
outreach beyond its usual circle of allies. For Laos, the visit reaffirms its longstanding 
ideological and strategic ties with North Korea, even as it navigates complex relations 
with China, Vietnam, and ASEAN states. Observers will watch closely whether this 
event triggers further high-level visits (e.g. from Vietnam), greater normalization 
moves by North Korea, or backlash from states pushing for stricter isolation. 
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Central Philippines Hit by Deadly 6.9 Magnitude Quake 

A powerful magnitude 6.9 earthquake struck off the central Philippines near Cebu late 
on September 30, resulting in at least 72 confirmed deaths and 294 injuries, according 
to the nation’s civil defence agency. The quake’s shallow depth made it especially 
destructive, damaging power lines, bridges, numerous buildings, and a more-than-100-
year-old church. All fatalities were reported in the Visayas region, and local disaster 
officials have confirmed that the toll rose by three from the previous day.  

This event is now the deadliest earthquake in the Philippines since the 2013 Bohol 
quake, which claimed 222 lives. The scale of damage—affecting both infrastructure 
and heritage buildings—raises major challenges for emergency response, logistics, and 
recovery planning, especially in remote and coastal towns. With aftershocks ongoing 
and relief operations stretched, the government faces a daunting task to deliver 
shelter, restore essential services, and manage rebuilding amid the archipelago’s 
chronic exposure to seismic risk. 

Seoul Moves to Silence Anti-Chinese, Anti-Foreigner Protests Amid 
Tourism Drive 

On October 2, President Lee Jae Myung ordered a sweeping crackdown on anti-Chinese 
and anti-foreigner rallies, citing the damage such demonstrations inflict on South 
Korea’s national image and economic interests. The directive comes in direct response 
to protests led by far-right groups, which intensified following Seoul’s launch of a visa-
free scheme for Chinese tourist groups earlier this week. Lee warned that hostility 
toward visitors could backfire — “Who would want to go to a country to sightsee and 
buy things when the people revile them for no reason?” — and instructed security 
forces to clamp down on actions that threaten foreigner safety or incite racial hatred.  

The intervention reveals a collision between domestic populism and pivoted 
diplomacy. Seoul is betting that boosting Chinese tourism can deliver a much-needed 
economic jolt, and those gains would be undercut if xenophobic protests become a 
deterrent. The timing is also strategic: China’s President Xi Jinping is expected to attend 
the APEC summit in Busan later this month, making stable bilateral optics vital for 
Seoul. Still, the move may stoke backlash from nationalist constituencies who view the 
protests as a legitimate expression of anti-China sentiment. The durability of Lee’s 
crackdown—and whether it can strike a stable balance between economic diplomacy 
and domestic pressures—will test the administration’s political instincts in the weeks 
ahead. 
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India–China to Resume Direct Flights by Late October 

India and China have agreed to resume direct passenger flights between designated 
cities by late October 2025, ending a suspension of over five years. The move comes 
amid a broader détente following Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s trip to China, 
where he and President Xi Jinping emphasized that the two nations are “development 
partners, not rivals,” and sought to stabilize trade and bilateral relations.  

The operational revival is contingent on designated airlines fulfilling regulatory and 
commercial criteria, but one key route has already been announced: India’s low-cost 
airline IndiGo will begin daily nonstop services between Kolkata and Guangzhou 
starting October 26. Other routes—such as New Delhi–Guangzhou and Delhi–
Shanghai—are under consideration pending final clearances. Beyond restoring 
connectivity, the move signals a cautious realignment in India–China relations: it 
lowers travel frictions, bolsters people-to-people and business ties, and may serve as 
a stepping stone for further normalization. 

Takaichi Breaks Barriers: Japan’s Ruling Party Elects Its First Female 
Leader 

Japan’s ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) chose Sanae Takaichi as its new leader on 
October 4, positioning her to become the country’s first female prime minister later 
this month. She won a runoff against Shinjiro Koizumi, the 44-year-old son of former 
Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi and a candidate who had argued for a younger, 
reformist leadership. Takaichi, 64, inherits a party grappling with electoral erosion, 
soaring living costs, and diminished public trust—challenges Ishiba’s administration 
failed to contain.  

Her ascendancy signals several strategic inflections. Domestically, Takaichi will have to 
navigate deep ideological divisions, reassemble LDP discipline, and chart a recovery 
path that appeases both rural conservatives and urban moderates disillusioned with 
the party’s drift. On the foreign front, her track record suggests a more assertive Japan: 
she has espoused constitutional revision, stronger defense, and a hawkish posture 
toward China. The U.S.–Japan alliance, regional security architectures, and Tokyo’s 
positioning in Indo-Pacific balance will all be tested early in her tenure. That she 
defeated a rival promising generational change underscores a prevailing preference 
among LDP insiders for continuity over bold transformation—even if such continuity 

now comes in a historic form. 
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Tech Sovereignty Push: India Promotes Domestic Apps Amid U.S. 
Tensions 

Indian cabinet ministers led by the Information Technology Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw 
and Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal are publicly promoting domestic software 
alternatives to major U.S. platforms such as Google Maps, WhatsApp, and Microsoft 
productivity suites. Vaishnaw showcased a highway presentation built using Zoho tools 
(a domestic rival to Microsoft Office) and stressed that its mapping component came 
from MapmyIndia—not Google Maps. Meanwhile, Goyal has championed the 
homegrown chat application Arattai (developed by Zoho) in social media posts, and 
the app has seen substantial download growth in recent weeks.  

The move reflects widening economic friction between India and the U.S., following 
Washington’s decision to impose a 50 percent tariff on certain Indian goods. In 
response, New Delhi is doubling down on “swadeshi” (self-reliance) in technology as a 
form of strategic pushback. Yet significant obstacles remain: U.S. platforms are deeply 
embedded in Indian consumer and enterprise ecosystems, and local firms often lack 
comparable scale, funding, or global reach. Success may depend not only on state 
endorsement, but whether Indian alternatives can deliver compelling features, reliable 
privacy safeguards, and sustainable business models that can compete in the long run. 
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2. STATISTICS OF THE WEEK 

Holiday Mobility Surge Reflects China’s Consumer Resilience 

China’s “Golden Week” travel and consumption figures revealed strong domestic 
momentum, underscoring the country’s post-pandemic economic resilience. The 
Ministry of Transport reported 23.13 million railway trips on October 1, marking a 
record single-day high, while total passenger trips between October 1–8 reached 2.36 
billion, a 3.2 percent year-on-year increase. Air travel recorded 2.47 million passengers 
on the first day, up 3.2 percent from 2024, and waterway transport surged by 20.5 
percent, reflecting a broader rebound in mobility and leisure travel. 

Consumer activity mirrored this upswing. China’s box office revenue surpassed 1.1 
billion yuan by October 5, driven by domestic releases and strong urban turnout. Digital 
engagement also hit new heights, with Alibaba’s Amap app logging over 360 million 
daily active users on National Day—its highest ever. The figures collectively suggest 
robust domestic demand and confidence, offering Beijing a welcome signal amid 

external economic headwinds and a slowing property sector. 
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3. MAP OF THE WEEK 

The Korean Peninsula at Night from the ISS 

An astronaut aboard the International Space Station (ISS) captured this stunning 
nighttime image of the Korean Peninsula, showcasing the stark contrast in light 
distribution between North Korea and South Korea. 

The photo dramatically highlights the difference in urbanization and energy use across 
the peninsula. North Korea, occupying the northern half, is almost completely dark at 
night except for small clusters of lights around Pyongyang (population 3.16 million) and 
Yangdŏk. South Korea, by contrast, glows brightly with dense networks of city lights. 
The largest and brightest cluster belongs to Seoul (population 9.67 million), the 
nation’s capital located near the Yellow Sea. Other visible hubs include Daejeon and 
surrounding metropolitan areas. 

A faint, narrow strip of light crossing the peninsula marks the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) 
— a 250 km (155 mile) long and 4 km (2.5 mile) wide buffer zone separating the two 
nations since the 1953 armistice. Even from orbit, this boundary visually underscores 
decades of political and economic division. 

The brightness and extent of South Korea’s lights reveal its population density (about 
52 million) and its transformation into one of Asia’s “Four Economic Tigers,” along with 
Singapore, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. North Korea, with a population near 26 million, 
remains largely dark, reflecting limited energy access and urban development. 
Nighttime imagery like this is often used to estimate population distribution, economic 
activity, and even GDP growth. 
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https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/153325/the-korean-peninsula-at-night      

https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/153325/the-korean-peninsula-at-night
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4. PHOTO OF THE WEEK 

Flag-Raising Ceremony Marks the 76th Founding Anniversary of the 
PRC 

On October 1, 2025, a flag-raising ceremony was held at Tian’anmen Square in Beijing 
to mark the 76th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 

The event took place at sunrise, with the national flag raised by members of the 
People’s Liberation Army honor guard while the national anthem was played. 
Thousands of people attended the ceremony, including officials, soldiers, and 
members of the public. 

A large floral display featuring a basket of flowers and fruits was positioned at the 
center of the square, a design commonly used during National Day celebrations. The 
ceremony is part of annual observances held across the country each October 1, which 
is recognized as China’s National Day. 

 

https://english.www.gov.cn/news/202510/01/content_WS68dc9298c6d00ca5f9a06923.html      

  

https://english.www.gov.cn/news/202510/01/content_WS68dc9298c6d00ca5f9a06923.html
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5. INFOGRAPHIC OF THE WEEK 

China’s National Day 

The infographic highlights China’s National Day (国庆节), observed annually on 

October 1 to commemorate the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. 
The first National Day was marked by the 1949 victory ceremony, when Mao Zedong 
raised the first red flag over Tian’anmen Square. Today, the holiday marks the start of 
“Golden Week,” one of the country’s most active travel and shopping periods. Every 
decade, Beijing hosts a large-scale military parade, combining ceremonial tradition 
with displays of state symbolism. 

Festivities take place across China, ranging from wreath-laying ceremonies and official 
galas to fireworks and public gatherings. The period also marks a surge in domestic 
travel, as millions move between cities and tourist destinations during the eight-day 
holiday. Chinese leaders often use National Day to emphasize themes of unity, 
modernization, and patriotism. In 2025, President Xi Jinping reiterated calls to advance 
Chinese modernization, while international counterparts — including U.S. Secretary of 
State Marco Rubio — sent messages recognizing the occasion. 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/eurohub4sino_chinas-national-day-a-time-of-pride-activity-

7379054942327824384-0Py7?utm_source=share&utm    

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/eurohub4sino_chinas-national-day-a-time-of-pride-activity-7379054942327824384-0Py7?utm_source=share&utm
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/eurohub4sino_chinas-national-day-a-time-of-pride-activity-7379054942327824384-0Py7?utm_source=share&utm
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6. REGIONAL ALLIANCES 

The 2026–2030 Trilateral Environmental Agenda in Context 

China, Japan, and South Korea share common geography and environmental 
challenges—air pollution, cross-border water systems, marine ecosystems, and climate 
change. Recognizing this, the three countries established the Tripartite Environment 
Ministers Meeting (TEMM) in 1999 as an annual forum for dialogue and cooperation 
on environmental issues. Over the years, TEMM has provided the institutional 
framework for successive Joint Action Plans, under which the three nations coordinate 
in areas such as transboundary air pollution, chemical management, biodiversity, and 
circular economy practices. These agreements have sought to turn shared 
environmental pressures into opportunities for technical cooperation and policy 
alignment. 

The New 2026–2030 Agenda: What’s in the Plan 

At TEMM26 in Yantai on September 28, 2025, the environment ministers unveiled a 
new Joint Action Plan covering the period 2026–2030. The plan sets out eight priority 
domains—from air and water quality, biodiversity, chemical safety, waste and circular 
economy, to climate mitigation, green infrastructure, and public engagement. It 
proposes mechanisms such as joint research initiatives, shared monitoring networks, 
data-sharing platforms, and policy coordination to translate ambitions into action. 
Another significant outcome is the decision to begin regular climate policy dialogues 
among the three countries starting in 2026—a move that institutionalizes cooperation 
in a core strategic domain. 

Why It Matters: Strategic and Institutional Stakes 

This renewed environmental collaboration comes at a moment of broader regional 
tension—territorial disputes, security concerns, and diplomatic strains often dominate 
East Asian relations. The environmental agenda offers a lower-risk space where 
cooperation can proceed despite political frictions.  
From a practical perspective, many environmental challenges in Northeast Asia are 
inherently transboundary—air pollutants, rivers shared across borders, migratory 
species, and climate dynamics. A purely national approach is insufficient. The trilateral 
framework allows pooling technical capacity and sharing infrastructure costs. 
Institutionally, the 2026–2030 plan must navigate existing asymmetries: differences in 
regulatory capacity, budgetary willingness, and domestic priorities. Previous action 
plans have sometimes stalled or seen uneven implementation across the three. Thus, 
the success of this new plan will depend on follow-through—allocation of resources, 
consistency of policies, and transparency in execution. 

Navigating the Road Ahead: Risks and Watchpoints 

Even as the 2026–2030 trilateral environmental plan signals fresh ambition, turning 
framework into function will require overcoming practical and political hurdles. Below 
are key fault lines to monitor as cooperation unfolds. 
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First and foremost is budget and resource commitment. The grandest joint project 
rings hollow if one party underfunds it or fails to staff it adequately. Success will 
depend on real, sustained investment of money, personnel, and institutional 
bandwidth across all three nations. 
Linked to that is the matter of priority alignment. Though China, Japan, and South 
Korea share many overlapping environmental pressures, each has country-specific 
urgencies—be it industrial emissions, water scarcity, habitat degradation, or waste 
management. Reconciling these into a shared, balanced agenda will demand hard 
trade-offs and political will. 
Then there is the delicate issue of data sharing and sovereignty. For coordinated 
monitoring, early warning systems, and cross-border assessments, countries must 
exchange geospatial, emissions, and environmental data. But releasing such datasets 
can raise sensitivities around national security or competitive advantage. Trust and 
clear protocols will be essential. 
Another structural challenge lies in enforcement and accountability. The new plan is 
heavy on ambition, but current public documentation offers little in the way of binding 
mechanisms, sanctions, or independent dispute resolution. Without clear 
accountability, implementation could be uneven or rollback prone. 
Finally, observers will watch whether this cooperation remains compartmentalized or 
catalyzes broader diplomatic trust. If the environmental framework succeeds, it may 
pave the way for collaboration in adjacent areas (energy, infrastructure, climate 
diplomacy). But if it stalls, it will feed skepticism that such alliances are limited to low-
politics domains. 

Conclusion 

The 2026–2030 trilateral environmental action plan represents the latest iteration of a 
long-standing institutional effort to manage shared ecological challenges in Northeast 
Asia. By combining technical cooperation, shared infrastructure, and policy alignment 
in eight key areas, China, Japan, and South Korea have laid down a framework that 
aspires to transcend geopolitical friction. 
Yet the real test lies ahead: whether this framework will lead to consistent, measurable 
cooperation—or whether gaps in implementation, resource allocation, or political will 
will limit its impact. If it succeeds, it may become a foundation for deeper regional 
environmental governance. If not, it risks reinforcing the perception of multilateral 
environmental agreements as aspirational but shallow. 
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7. ANALYSIS 

South Korea’s 8.2% Defense Budget Increase and Indo-Pacific 
Dynamics 
The Indo-Pacific is entering a new era of defense modernization and budgetary 
expansion. According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), 
global military expenditure reached USD 2,718 billion in 2024, marking a 9.4 percent 
jump—the steepest annual increase in decades.  
In Asia and Oceania, spending has risen for more than three decades in a row, driven 
by intensified strategic competition, technological upgrades, and demand for maritime 
and air power. China alone now accounts for nearly half of total Indo-Pacific defense 
spending. In this climate, South Korea’s plan to boost its 2026 defense budget by 8.2 
percent, reaching 66.3 trillion won (about USD 47 billion), is a bold decision—but one 
that mirrors broader pressures and strategic recalibrations in the region.  
President Lee Jae Myung framed the increase as necessary for a time of “heightened 
conflict” and shifting geopolitical certainties. The announcement underscores two 
converging impulses: a desire for greater strategic autonomy and the need to keep 
pace with defense modernization in a crowded regional environment. 

Drivers Behind Seoul’s Defense Push 

While Seoul remains formally committed to the U.S.–South Korea alliance, this budget 
increase signals a push toward greater self-reliance in deterrence and defense. In 
recent years, pressure from Washington for allies to carry more of the security burden 
has grown. South Korea’s expanded capacity may allow it to negotiate from a more 
confident position within the alliance structure, rather than depend primarily on U.S. 
forward deployments. 
A significant portion of the incremental funding is earmarked for cutting-edge 
capabilities: drones, robotics, precision-guided munitions, and enhanced strategic 
readiness. Given the evolving military balance on the Korean Peninsula, especially in 
missile, space, and ISR domains, Seoul sees upgrading its capabilities as a priority.  
South Korea faces a uniquely layered security environment: a heavily armed North 
Korea, tensions in the broader East Asia maritime domain, and proximity to China’s 
expanding capabilities. The region’s increasing pace of defense investment raises the 
bar for staying credible. The 8.2% hike is the largest in more than a decade for Seoul. 

Ramifications: Upsides, Risks, and Regional Effects 

If implemented effectively, the boost gives South Korea more leverage in alliance 
negotiations, greater flexibility in crisis response, and a more visible role in regional 
security architectures. It could allow Seoul to invest in force multipliers rather than just 
sustain existing structure. 
Ambitious as it is, translating the planned increase into performance will be complex: 

• Procurement pipelines may be strained. Building or sourcing new systems 
(especially high-end ones) involves long lead times, industrial capacity 
constraints, and integration risks. 
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• Budget sustainability will matter. Seoul must ensure the next government 
continues commitment, without overburdening social or economic priorities. 

• Institutional coordination will be tested. Ministries, procurement agencies, and 
service branches must be aligned for modernization to stick. 

• Alliance calibration is delicate. Seoul must balance its strengthening autonomy 
with preserving roles and interoperability within U.S.-led systems. 

 
Seoul’s move may prompt reaction—or emulation—from other regional players. 
Neighboring countries may feel compelled to respond to avoid capability asymmetries. 
In a region where defense investment is already rising across multiple states, this 
dynamic heightens action–reaction risks. Moreover, South Korea’s enhanced capability 
could enable it to play more active roles in regional security forums or strategic 
architectures beyond the Korean Peninsula. 

Conclusion 

South Korea’s decision to raise defense spending by 8.2 percent for 2026 is a significant 
inflection point—an attempt to balance alliance dependence with strategic autonomy 
in an increasingly competitive Indo-Pacific environment. While the move aligns with 
broader regional trends of military modernization, Seoul’s success will depend less on 
the headline number and more on how efficiently and persistently it channels 
resources into capability development, industrial capacity, and alliance synergy. 

In time, this shift may recalibrate South Korea’s posture—not just toward its 
immediate northern neighbor, but within the broader security architecture of East 
Asia. Whether that recalibration yields stability or heightens competition will depend 

on execution, coordination, and the evolving strategic context. 
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