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Navigating Reform and Governance Challenges

Bangladesh’s political discourse in August was shaped primarily by disagreements over the
implementation of the July National Charter and what this means for the country’s post-uprising
institutional transition. The dispute over whether constitutional reforms should proceed
through parliamentary amendments or through the Constitutional Reform Council envisaged in
the referendum has brought questions of institutional legitimacy and political competition to
the forefront. These tensions have unfolded alongside growing scrutiny of the BNP-led
government’s performance, including over the country’s worsening energy crisis and the
broader political environment. Meanwhile, transitional justice proceedings involving former
Awami League figures, the government’s efforts to secure Sheikh Hasina’s return from India,
and preparations for the upcoming local elections and institutional reform continued to shape
the wider political landscape of post-uprising Bangladesh.

Reform Remains a Key Point of Political Contention

The implementation of the July National Charter continues to divide the BNP-led government
and opposition alliance of Jamaat-e-Islami and National Citizen Party (NCP), particularly over
how constitutional reforms should be carried out. At the centre of the dispute is whether the
agreed constitutional reforms should be incorporated through amendments passed by the
existing Parliament, as proposed by the government, or implemented through a separate
Constitutional Reform Council, as demanded by Jamaat-e-Islami and its allies based on their
interpretation of the referendum mandate. The government has established a 12-member
parliamentary committee to review the Constitution and advance reforms in line with the July
Charter,! with Law Minister Md Asaduzzaman affirming that all necessary amendments would
be pursued in accordance with the Charter.” The committee will re-consult political parties,
experts, protesters, families of those killed during the July uprising and journalists, while
reviewing the Constitution in its entirety.® A similar consultation happened under the National
Consensus Commission (NCC), which conducted negotiations with political parties and reached
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agreement on 48 proposals concerning constitutional reform, already included in the July
National Charter.*

However, Jamaat-e-Islami and its allies continue to reject what they describe as a piecemeal
amendment process, insisting that the referendum mandate for a separate Constitutional
Reform Council must be implemented in full. Their opposition has already led to a
parliamentary walkout,” while Jamaat leaders have warned that they will make “no concession
whatsoever” on implementing the referendum verdict.® The dispute therefore extends beyond
amendments to a broader disagreement over who has the legitimacy to undertake
constitutional reform, raising the prospect of continued political confrontation if consensus

remains elusive.

Opposition alliance walking out of the Parliament in protest for Separate Constitutional Reform Council
Source: The Daily Star

Against this political friction, the worsening gas and electricity crisis has provided the opposition
with another avenue for mobilisation.” The 11-party alliance, led by Jamaat, has sought to turn
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public frustration over the crisis into a broader political movement, staging protests and
announcing programmes nationwide from September to November.? The energy crisis has also
shaped the broader debate over the BNP government’s first six months in office. Government
officials have characterised the first 180 days as a period of meaningful progress, while
acknowledging that challenges remain.’ Independent assessments, however, have been more
mixed. The Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD) found that 12 of 31 major economic indicators
improved while 19 deteriorated, arguing that progress on economic recovery and good
governance had fallen short of public expectations.'® With reform disputes intensifying and the
energy crisis generating public discontent, the government’s ability to translate its early policy
initiatives into tangible improvements in everyday life will increasingly shape perceptions of its
performance.

Awami League’s Press Conference in Delhi and the Transitional Justice Process

Former ousted Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina has declared her plans to return to Bangladesh in
December. Speaking at a press conference in New Delhi on 5th August, the anniversary of the
July Mass Uprising, Hasina said she is prepared to face imprisonment or even death upon her
return to Bangladesh and further called for the ban on the Awami League to be lifted.!* Her
remarks indicate that Awami League intends to remain politically relevant, more significantly,
push for its return to formal politics. The party has a current ban on political activities and
members have ongoing legal proceedings before the International Crimes Tribunal for atrocities
committed during the July Uprising.

The appearance prompted a strong reaction from the BNP-led government. The Foreign
Ministry said it was “outraged” that India had allowed Hasina to address the media, describing
the event as an affront to Bangladesh’s sovereignty and an insult to those killed during the July
uprising.’” The government subsequently reiterated its position that media outlets should not
broadcast or publish Hasina’s statements, citing an earlier ICT directive prohibiting their
dissemination.”® The commotions keep open a politically sensitive question over whether
Awami League could return to the formal political process in Bangladesh.
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Sheikh Hasina speaks during a meeting with foreign observers and journalists at the prime minister's residence in
Dhaka, Bangladesh, January 8, 2024.
Source: REUTERS/Mohammad Ponir Hossain

The current developments have kept the question of Awami League’s political future active
while accountability proceedings against its leadership continue. The government has continued
to emphasise transparent and impartial trials for those responsible for killings during the July
Mass Uprising. Accountability proceedings have extended to earlier cases, with former minister
Abdul Latif Siddique arrested over the 2013 Shapla Chattar crackdown. Prosecutors have
charged 41 people, including Hasina, and investigators have identified 58 killings linked to the
crackdown.' Other cases against former Awami League figures also continued,™ while six party
activists were arrested for allegedly holding a secret meeting in Dhaka.®

The government’s pursuit of Hasina’s extradition from India remains another part of the
process. India has said that any decision will ultimately be taken through its judicial process,’
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while Bangladesh’s chief prosecutor said the government does not have clear information about
Hasina’s legal status in India.'® These reflect simultaneous unfolding of several processes such as
the accountability proceedings against the party, ban on the Awami League’s political activities,
efforts from Awami League to secure Hasina’s return, and continuing debate over political
participation. The party’s future role in formal politics therefore remains an evolving question
within Bangladesh’s broader political process.

Human Rights and a Restrictive Political Environment

Concerns over political violence and freedom of expression continued in August. The National
Citizen Party (NCP) alleged that a vehicle carrying Chief Coordinator Nasiruddin Patwary was
attacked in Sylhet by BNP activists, leaving Patwary and another person injured. However,
Jaintiapur police denied that an attack occurred within their jurisdiction. The officer-in-charge
said police had escorted the convoy to the upazila boundary and handed it over to the
neighbouring police station. *°

According to a monitoring report by human rights organisation Odhikar, BNP and its allies were
linked to the largest share of recorded electoral violence during all three phases of the 2026
national election. The report shows, BNP and its allies were linked to 52 percent of incidents
before the 2026 national election and referendum, 53 percent on election day and 75 percent
after the polls. It described the overall electoral environment as generally peaceful but
documented continued localised violence, intimidation and harassment with Chattogram, Cox’s
Bazar, Bhola, Mymensingh and Dhaka identified as major hotspots. Odhikar deployed 50
long-term monitors across 50 constituencies in 22 districts to monitor the pre- and post-election
periods, while 50 short-term observers monitored 480 polling stations on election day.?

Journalists remained particularly vulnerable to restrictions and harassment. The Media Initiative
for Development recorded 50 incidents involving journalists in July, including 19 death threats,
11 physical attacks and six cases of legal harassment. Most occurred at the district and upazila
levels, while limited arrests and case progression pointed to continued concerns over
impunity.?! Three journalists were also ordered to remain in detention until trial in connection
with the 2024 uprising, drawing condemnation from the Commonwealth Journalists
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Association.”” At the same time, the government has proposed establishing a directorate to
provide welfare, legal protection and rehabilitation for families of victims of enforced
disappearances, murders and extrajudicial killings over the past 17 years.?® During this period,
political violence remained concentrated around political competition, with reported incidents
involving party activists and continued concerns over accountability for perpetrators.
Restrictions and harassment affecting journalists also persisted, alongside institutional efforts to
address past cases of enforced disappearance, killings and other human rights violations.

New President Elected and Preparation proceeds for Upcoming Local Elections

Bangladesh held its first contested presidential election since 1991 on 20 August, with BNP
Secretary General Mirza Fakhrul Islam Alamgir defeating Jamaat-led 11-party alliance candidate
Oli Ahmed by 255 to 88 votes.* The contest revived debate over Article 70 of the Constitution,
which requires MPs to vacate their seats if they vote against their party in the Parliament.”
Opposition Chief Whip Nahid Islam argued that the presidency would have carried greater
institutional respect had MPs been free to vote according to their own judgement.?® The
government has responded by mentioning that Article 70 will be amended in line with the
reform proposal included in the July National Charter, which would be applicable for future
presidential elections too.”” The issue carries added significance given that eight presidents
were elected unopposed between 1996 and 2023 in Parliament.
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Prime Minister Tarique Rahman casts his vote in the presidential election at the Jatiya Sangsad
Source: The Daily Star

The government and Bangladesh Election Commission are also preparing to hold elections to all
five tiers of local government including city corporations, municipalities, upazila parishads,
district councils and union parishads within the current fiscal year.”® The Election Commission is
working towards beginning the polls in November and announcing the schedule in September,
although the timing may be affected by proposed legal amendments, Durga Puja holidays,
annual examinations and weather.”® The Chief Election Commissioner, AMM Nasir Uddin has
said the commission wants the local polls to meet or exceed the standards of the national
election, while acknowledging that local elections have historically seen higher levels of violence
in the country.’® Police, BGB and Ansar have been asked to prepare for the polls, with no army
deployment currently planned by the commission.®* With local government elections having
been delayed for more than two years, the five-tier exercise will be a major test of the new
government's electoral and administrative arrangements.
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Conclusion

Going forward, the main debate will centre around how the July National Charter will translate
into practice with an elusive consensus between political parties regarding its implementation.
The disagreement over whether reforms should be carried out through the existing Parliament
or a separate Constitutional Reform Council is not only a procedural dispute; it also reflects
competing views over the mandate of the reform process and the role of existing institutions in
implementing it. How this is resolved will have implications for the wider political transition and
the government’s relationship with opposition parties.

At the same time, the future of political participation of Awami League, ongoing accountability
proceedings against its leaders and members, and continued reappearance of Sheikh Hasina are
unfolding alongside broader debates. The way these processes develop will help determine the
boundaries of political participation and competition in the post-uprising period. The local
government elections will provide another important test of the transition. Elections across all
five tiers of local government will put the new administration’s electoral and administrative
arrangements to the test beyond the national level. Their conduct, competitiveness and
inclusiveness will be important indicators of whether the political and institutional changes
underway are being reflected in electoral processes at the local level.
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Narrowing Political Space Amid Selective Engagements

Cambodia’s political environment in August was marked by a combination of limited political
engagement and continued restrictions on civic and political participation. Meetings between
former opposition leader Kem Sokha and senior Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) figures,
alongside the appointment of his daughter Kem Monovithya to a senior government position,
suggested a degree of political accommodation after years of confrontation. However, these
developments remained largely individual and selective rather than signalling a broader
opening for opposition actors. At the same time, arrests and prosecutions over political
expression, restrictions on digital platforms, and the increasingly securitised treatment of
speech surrounding the Cambodia—Thailand border continued to narrow civic space.
Preparations for the 2027 commune elections also raised concerns over voter access and
changes to the legal framework governing local political representation.

Selective Political Opening and Managed Political Engagement

The Justice Ministry rejected a follow-up letter from the National Power Party seeking an
expedited response to Rong Chhun’s petition for a retrial and restoration of his political rights.*
Rong Chhun, an adviser to the opposition Nation Power Party and former vice-president of the
Candlelight Party, has faced repeated legal action over his political activities and public
statements. In May 2025, he was sentenced to four years in prison for incitement and stripped
of his voting and candidacy rights; the Supreme Court upheld the conviction in June 2026 but
suspended the prison sentence and reduced the political ban to five years.>* The ministry later
said it had found no irregularities in his case and that the courts had handled the proceedings in
accordance with the law, while Chhun argued that the response failed to address the
constitutional concerns raised in his petition. The Supreme Court had upheld his 2025
conviction in June, reducing his political ban to five years and placing him under three years of
judicial supervision, including restrictions on movement and public gatherings. Chhun said he
would continue seeking a review of the verdict.**
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Former CNRP leader Kem Sokha met Senate President Hun Sen and his family at Hun Sen’s
home, following a separate meeting between Prime Minister Hun Manet and Sokha’s daughter,
Kem Monovithya. Sokha received a royal pardon in May that ended his house arrest, although
restrictions on political activity remained.*® On 17 August, Monovithya was appointed special
envoy to Hun Manet, with a rank equivalent to minister. Hun Manet described the appointment
as an opportunity for the “new generation” to work together for the country, while some
former opposition supporters criticised the move and questioned its political implications.*®

Rong Chhun speaks with journalists outside of the Justice Ministry in Phnom Penh, after submitting a
petition seeking a review of a Supreme Court ruling in his case.
Source: CamboJA/Pring Samrang

The meetings and Monovithya’s appointment mark a change in the relationship between the
ruling CPP and the Kem family after years of confrontation with the CNRP. This widely remains
on individual engagement rather than a wider political opening.?’ Sokha remains barred from
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political activity, while opposition parties continue to face restrictions on their ability to
compete in local and national politics. The continued restrictions on figures such as Rong Chhun
suggests that the space for political engagement remains selective rather than broadly

expanded.

Pressure on Civic Space and Human Rights

Concerns over freedom of expression, privacy and the treatment of trafficking victims continued
in August. Candlelight Party official Nhean Sarom was arrested and charged with incitement and
insult over remarks made during a private phone conversation, while a former colleague
involved in the same conversation was also arrested. Licadho said the case raised serious
privacy concerns and warned that such arrests could discourage opposition figures from
speaking out ahead of next year’s commune elections. The group estimates that around 50
opposition politicians and activists are currently jailed over their statements or political
activities, with incitement among the most frequently used charges.*® Freedom of expression
also came under scrutiny after defrocked monk Chea Vuthy was sentenced to 18 months in
prison over a private Messenger message concerning the Cambodia-Thailand border.** More
than 50 civil society organisations called for his release, arguing that a private message shared
with around 20 people did not warrant criminal prosecution.*
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Candlelight's Second Deputy Commune Chief in Oddar Meanchey, Nhean Sarom, who was arrested
earlier this month for remarks he made in a private phone call, poses in front of the party headquarters.
Source: Nhean Sarom/Facebook

The Cambodia—Thailand border dispute remained prominent in Cambodia’s political discourse,
with sovereignty and territorial integrity closely tied to national sentiment. The border issue has
also increasingly been treated as a national security matter within Cambodia. Dozens of
activists, journalists, opposition figures and ordinary citizens have reportedly been arrested or
charged over commentary on the conflict, often under incitement or national security
provisions. Licadho now tracks around 118 “prisoners of interest” jailed on what it describes as
unfounded charges criminalising speech. The dispute has therefore continued to be an
important part of Cambodia’s political discourse while narrowing the space for public
expression around the issue.**

Access to online platforms also came under restriction. In August, Cambodia’s
telecommunications regulator blocked Discord, Patreon and at least 31 other domains, citing
links to illegal activities including online gambling and scams. The restrictions prompted
Cambodian users to call for the platforms to be restored, arguing that Discord and Patreon are
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also used for communication, education, creative work and income generation.”” The
government’s continued crackdown on online scam operations also has a human rights
dimension, particularly concerning people trafficked into scam compounds. Cambodia has
highlighted to a United Nations rights expert that humanitarian considerations are key to the
nationwide crackdown on technology-based scam operations.*® Authorities said nearly 30,000
suspects from 39 nationalities were detained and more than 58,000 foreign nationals rescued
and deported between July 2025 and August 2026.** While the government has introduced
guidelines on identifying and assisting trafficking victims, concerns remain over the treatment of
people forced to work in scam operations, who can themselves be detained or treated as
criminals.” As operations move from large compounds into smaller and more dispersed
locations,*® ensuring that trafficking victims are identified and protected rather than prosecuted
will remain an important human rights concern.

Upcoming Local Election and Changes in Legal Framework

Preparations for Cambodia’s 2027 commune elections are already facing challenges from the
border-related displacement. The National Election Committee (NEC) said around 10,000 of
27,000 eligible displaced voters may be unable to return to their home villages to register when
registration opens in October. Forty-four polling stations across 18 villages, 11 communes and
six districts have been affected. The NEC said displaced residents can register in either their
home commune or where they currently live, and is considering polling stations closer to
temporary settlements. COMFREL has called for better identification of affected voters and clear

information on registration and polling arrangements to prevent disenfranchisement.*’

At the same time, changes to the Law on the Administration and Management of
Commune/Sangkat could reshape political representation at the local level. The National
Assembly approved amendments on 20 August that allow a party securing at least two-thirds of
the vote to take all three key executive positions, commune chief and two deputies.*®
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People look for their names in the voters' list at a polling station during local commune elections in
Phnom Penh on June 5, 2022.

Source: TANG CHHIN Sothy / AFP

Five opposition parties have urged the Senate to return the amendments to the National
Assembly, arguing that the changes could weaken power-sharing and encourage
winner-takes-all competition at the grassroots level. The government maintains that the
amendments would make commune leadership better reflect voters’ choices.*

The amendment could have a direct effect on how local power is shared after the election. A
party winning at least two-thirds of the vote would control the commune chief and both deputy
positions, while smaller parties would have less scope to participate in commune leadership
even if they win a significant share of the vote. Critics therefore argue that the change could
weaken power-sharing and local political pluralism, making commune administrations more
closely aligned with the dominant party.*®
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Conclusion

The Cambodian political environment in August reflected a selective political opening and
engagement alongside continued restrictions on broader political and civic participation. The
outreach to the Kem family represents a limited and individualised opening, rather than a
broader relaxation of restrictions on political participation. At the same time, the continued use
of legal measures against opposition politicians, human rights activists and journalists,
particularly in response to criticism of the government and commentary on the border conflict,
demonstrates the continued constraints on dissent and civic space.

Ahead of the 2027 commune elections, changes to the local governance could further
strengthen the position of the dominant party at the commune level and reduce opportunities
for smaller parties to participate in local leadership. Further, displacement of voters resulting
from the Thailand—Cambodia conflict also raises additional concerns about electoral
participation and access to registration and voting.

The extent to which opposition actors and communities are able to participate meaningfully,
and whether electoral competition can translate into genuine representation at the commune
level, will be important indicators of the openness and inclusiveness of the upcoming electoral
process.
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Pursuing Regional Normalisation Amid Intensifying Domestic Repression

Following the military-staged elections and the establishment of the military-backed
government, the junta continued to pursue two parallel objectives. Strengthening its
international standing through diplomatic engagement with ASEAN and other regional and
international partners, while consolidating political control through continued military
operations, legal restrictions, and the suppression of political alternatives at home. The official
visit of Min Aung Hlaing to Thailand, alongside his visit to Laos in July and preparations for a
planned visit to Cambodia, marked a further effort to normalise relations with ASEAN member
states. At the same time, his subsequent visits in August to Russia and Belarus with previous
visits to India and China this year demonstrated the regime's efforts to secure broader political
and strategic support beyond Southeast Asia. These diplomatic initiatives have proceeded
alongside continued attacks against civilians, restrictions on political actors, and resistance to
ASEAN demands for meaningful political dialogue.

Expanding ASEAN Engagement and Regional Normalisation

The junta's efforts to reduce its regional isolation became increasingly visible in August through
a series of high-level engagements with ASEAN member states. On 6—7 August, Min Aung Hlaing
made his first official visit to Thailand since assuming the presidency following the junta staged
elections and formation of the military backed government and his earlier visit to Laos in July.”
The visit included bilateral discussions with Thai Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul, the signing
of agreements covering areas including migrant workers, water management, and space
technology, and participation in the Thailand—Myanmar Business Forum.*’ Thailand also
expressed its readiness to support Myanmar's participation in ASEAN mechanisms, while
Myanmar welcomed Thailand's role in facilitating the normalisation of its relations with
ASEAN.>
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Thailand's Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul and Min Aung Hlaing walk after a welcome ceremony at
the Government House in Bangkok,
Source: Reuters

The visit represented a significant step in the junta's broader effort to re-enter regional
diplomatic engagement and present the post junta staged election government as a legitimate
political authority. The military-backed administration has increasingly sought to portray the
elections and subsequent transfer of executive authority as evidence of a return to
constitutional government, while calling for the restoration of Myanmar's participation in
ASEAN processes. However, ASEAN's engagement has remained conditional. The bloc continues
to link greater political engagement to progress on the Five-Point Consensus, including the
cessation of violence, humanitarian access, and inclusive political dialogue.>* The expansion of
bilateral engagement with individual ASEAN members therefore contrasts with the junta's
continued exclusion from high-level ASEAN political meetings.

The planned state visit of Min Aung Hlaing to Cambodia in early September further illustrates
this diplomatic strategy. Cambodian authorities confirmed in August that the visit would take

54 https://www.rappler.com/world/asia-pacific/myanmar-min-aung-hlaing-thailand-visit-2026/
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place to strengthen bilateral relations, with preparations reportedly underway for his reception
by senior Cambodian officials. The visit would represent his third engagement with an ASEAN
member state since becoming president, following Laos and Thailand.>® Although the visit
potentially took place in September, its announcement provided further evidence of the junta's
efforts to cultivate direct relationships with ASEAN governments and build support for the
normalisation of Myanmar's position within the regional bloc.

At the same time, the junta has continued to resist political conditions attached to ASEAN
engagement. Following the meeting between Aung San Suu Kyi and the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in early August, ASEAN reiterated its call for her
unconditional release and for expanded access to political detainees.

Controlled Concessions and Diplomatic Signalling: Aung San Suu Kyi's ICRC Meeting

The 3 August meeting between detained former State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi and the ICRC
represented a rare but carefully controlled opening by the junta. The meeting was the first
confirmed international access to Suu Kyi in several years and took place shortly before Min
Aung Hlaing's official visit to Thailand. While the regime presented the meeting as having been
conducted in accordance with domestic laws and ICRC procedures.*®

https://www.thestar.com.my/aseanplus/aseanplus-news/2026/08/19/myanmar-leader-to-visit-cambodia-faces-criticism
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Published picture of Red Cross representative meets Daw Aung San Suu Kyi
Source: The Irrawaddy

ASEAN welcomed the meeting as a positive development and called for regular and sustained
access for Suu Kyi's family, legal counsel, medical professionals, and humanitarian
representatives. It also reiterated its call for the release of all persons detained since the 2021
coup, including Suu Kyi's complete and unconditional release.”” The regime subsequently
rejected elements of the ASEAN statement, indicating that increased diplomatic engagement
has not been accompanied by a corresponding willingness to accept external demands
concerning Myanmar's domestic political process.® The regime went further than simply
rejecting the substance of the statement, declaring that the continued role of ASEAN's own
Special Envoy on Myanmar was "no longer necessary", a direct challenge to the institutional
mechanism ASEAN has relied on since 2021 to pursue the Five-Point Consensus.

-meetln -of- daw -aung-san-suu-kyi-with-a-delegate-from-the-international-committee-of-red-cross-icrc/
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Thailand also welcomed reports of the meeting and expressed hope that the Myanmar
authorities would take further positive steps towards lasting peace and stability.® ASEAN
Parliamentarians for Human Rights (APHR) similarly welcomed the visit as "a first step that must
not be the last," with its chairperson noting it as a "welcome development after years of no
access," while cautioning that ASEAN "must not let a single humanitarian visit become cover for
the junta's gradual legitimization" and calling for the unconditional release of Suu Kyi and the
more than 22,000 political prisoners it estimates remain in detention.®® The United States State
Department separately welcomed the visit and called for Suu Kyi's "immediate and
unconditional release," expressing hope that it would mark "the beginning of regular
humanitarian access."®!

While permitting limited international contact with Suu Kyi allowed the junta to demonstrate a
degree of openness to regional and humanitarian engagement, it did not signal a broader
relaxation of its treatment of political detainees. The regime's subsequent rejection of key
elements of the ASEAN statement reinforced this distinction. Rather than opening political
space, the episode suggested that the junta may be willing to make selective concessions that
facilitate diplomatic engagement while maintaining control over the country's political process.

Seeking International Support Beyond ASEAN

While ASEAN and neighbouring states have become an increasingly important focus of the
junta's diplomatic outreach, the junta also demonstrated its efforts to secure political and
strategic support beyond the region. From 17-23 August, Min Aung Hlaing undertook official
visits to Russia and Belarus at the invitations of Presidents Vladimir Putin and Alexander
Lukashenko. In Russia, he met senior government officials and participated in the
Myanmar—Russia Business Forum, with discussions covering economic, security, and other areas
of strategic cooperation.®> He subsequently travelled to Belarus, where he met senior political
leaders and attended the opening of Myanmar's embassy in Minsk.®
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President of Russia Vladimir Putin and Min Aung Hlaing made statements for the press
Source : Kremlin

The visits provided the junta with opportunities to strengthen relationships with governments
that have maintained close ties with Myanmar's military authorities despite international
criticism of the regime's conduct. The emphasis on economic, security, and strategic
cooperation also demonstrates that the junta's diplomatic strategy extends beyond seeking
formal political acceptance. By cultivating relationships with Russia and Belarus, the regime can
strengthen alternative sources of political and strategic support while reducing its dependence
on the acceptance of ASEAN or western governments.

The broader pattern of diplomatic activity during the month therefore suggests a diversified
international engagement strategy. While relations with Thailand and other ASEAN members
are important for reducing Myanmar's regional isolation and facilitating its eventual
reintegration into ASEAN processes, relationships with Russia and other supportive partners
provide the junta with additional diplomatic space and strategic partnerships.
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Deepening Repression and Political Consolidation at Home

14 elderly people killed in regime air raid on mediation retreat in Sagain Region on August 21, 2026
Source: The Irrawaddy

The expansion of diplomatic engagement abroad has continued alongside severe repression and
military violence inside Myanmar. An annual report released in August by the Independent
Investigative Mechanism for Myanmar documented a pattern of deliberate aerial attacks against
civilians, arbitrary detention, torture, and sexual violence by the Myanmar military. The
investigation found that military airstrikes targeting homes, schools, medical facilities, religious
buildings, and internally displaced persons' camps had intensified around the 2025-26 elections
and continued afterwards.*

Monitoring by the Assistance Association for Political Prisoners also recorded continuing deaths
and arrests. By 28 August, AAPP had documented 8,330 people killed and 31,843 arrested since
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the February 2021 coup, including 14,756 people confirmed to remain in detention.®> AAPP
cautions that its figures are likely to underestimate the actual scale of repression. During the
first part of August alone, the organisation documented dozens of civilian deaths attributed to
junta forces, including children, with airstrikes accounting for a significant proportion of the
reported fatalities.®®

The absence of a political opening after the elections was accompanied by continued conflict
and coercive military operations. Armed Conflict Location & Event Data project’s (ACLED) July
assessment found that military repression had intensified under the military's new leadership,
including lethal airstrikes, arson attacks, civilian targeting and arrests. By early August, ACLED
assessed that fighting was likely to intensify further in central Myanmar, particularly in Sagaing,
Magway and Mandalay.®’

Political consolidation has also continued through administrative and legal restrictions. The
junta-controlled Union Election Commission has maintained requirements for political parties
and elected representatives to notify the Commission before meeting foreign organisations or
individuals, with non-compliance potentially exposing parties to legal consequences, including
cancellation of registration.®® Such restrictions extend state oversight beyond conventional
political campaigning and into the external engagement of formally permitted political actors.
Through regulating whom political parties and representatives may meet, the authorities
further limit the ability of political actors to establish independent relationships with
international organisations, diplomatic missions, and other external stakeholders.

Conclusion

These developments demonstrate that the post-election political order remains tightly
controlled despite the junta's increasing diplomatic engagement abroad. While Min Aung Hlaing
has sought to present Myanmar as a government returning to stability, peace, and democratic
governance during his international visits, the domestic environment continues to be
characterised by military violence, political detention, and restrictions on political participation.
The contrast suggests that the junta's post junta staged election strategy is increasingly centred
on international normalisation without domestic political opening.
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The developments of August indicate that the junta is attempting to separate its external
diplomatic trajectory from the conditions inside Myanmar. Through engagement with selective
ASEAN allies, selective humanitarian openings, and stronger relationships with external partners
such as Russia and Belarus, the regime is seeking to reduce its diplomatic isolation and establish
greater acceptance of the post-election political order. At home, however, continued military
operations, restrictions on political actors, and the suppression of dissent remain central to its
consolidation of power.
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Accountability Unites and Reform Divides

Three months after ballot-paper shortages disrupted South Korea's 3 June local elections,
developments showed both areas of political agreement and continuing differences over
electoral and institutional reform. The Democratic Party and the opposition People Power Party
(PPP) supported the establishment of an investigation into the election-related problems, while
remaining divided over the scope and direction of subsequent reforms to the National Election
Commission (NEC). Similar differences were evident in the broader debate over constitutional
reform. At the same time, continued political mobilisation around the election dispute and
several developments concerning freedom of expression raised concerns about the
environment for civic participation.

The Widening Investigation

| g o v

Rep. Yun Sang-hyun, chair of the National Assembly's special parliamentary investigation committee on
the National Election Commission, at a plenary session
Source: The Herald Business
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The NEC continued to face scrutiny in August over the ballot shortages and other administrative
problems reported during the 3 June local elections. The shortages affected approximately 140
of the country's 14,300 polling stations and temporarily suspended voting at 26 locations.®
Allegations also emerged that NEC staff had manipulated real-time voter turnout figures on
election day. In response, a joint prosecution-police task force conducted search-and-seizure
operations at NEC headquarters in Gwacheon on 23 July’® and 7 August,”* as well as at local
commissions in Seoul, Gyeonggi and North Chungcheong provinces. Investigators reportedly
identified irregularities in several districts, while at least two election officials were placed
under investigation for allegedly falsifying official electronic records.

The investigation subsequently acquired a broader institutional mandate. A National
Recommendation Committee, established with arrangements intended to prevent either major
party from dominating the selection process, narrowed an initial list of candidates to two
finalists before President Lee Jae-myung appointed Lee Tae-han as special counsel on 18
August.”? The special counsel was authorised to deploy up to 165 personnel and investigate
twelve issues related to the election failures, turnout figures and separate ethical questions
concerning former NEC chairman Roh Tae-ak. By the end of August, the special counsel had
begun consultations with the Ministry of Justice, Supreme Prosecutors' Office and National
Police Agency ahead of the formal launch of the investigation.”

The parliamentary response also indicated substantial agreement on the need for an
investigation. The NEC Special Counsel Act, which established the mechanism, passed the
National Assembly on 30 July by 226 votes to two.” The vote suggests that, despite wider
political differences, there remained considerable cross-party support for establishing
responsibility for the reported election-related issues. However, the broader question was how
the electoral system should be reformed in response to the problems identified.

Consensus on Accountability, Differences over Electoral Reform

While the investigation proceeded with broad parliamentary support, the National Assembly's
special investigation committee continued to face differences over the proposed recount of
approximately 2.47 million ballots. The Democratic Party supported proceeding according to the
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committee's existing timetable, while the PPP argued that the recount should take place under
the direct observation of the special counsel. The committee ultimately extended its mandate
by another thirty days rather than resolving the disagreement.”

The parties also put forward different approaches to reforming the NEC. The Democratic Party
proposed measures focused on accountability and transparency, including converting the NEC
chair's position into a full-time role and introducing a confirmation hearing for the commission's
secretary general. The PPP proposed more extensive changes, including abolishing early voting
and introducing a new Voter Rights Protection Act.”® The proposals therefore differed both in
their institutional focus and in their potential implications for the administration of future
elections.

South Korea’s National Assembly
Source: SBS News

The developments indicate that agreement on investigating past problems has not necessarily
extended to agreement on the institutional changes that should follow. Accountability measures
primarily concern identifying and examining reported failures, whereas electoral reform
involves decisions about future procedures, oversight and institutional responsibilities. These
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differences can make cross-party agreement more difficult, particularly where proposed
changes have implications for how elections are administered.

The NEC's handling of challenges to the local election results continued through existing
institutional and legal procedures. However, questions remain regarding the effectiveness,
independence, and adequacy of the existing institutional framework for election dispute
resolution, which would be important to review as part of the ongoing election reform process.
On 7 and 12 August, the commission ruled on all 261 formal petitions filed by opposition
parties, rejecting 112 on their merits and dismissing 149 on procedural or legal grounds. The
NEC acknowledged that ballot shortages and temporary voting suspensions had violated
election administration rules, while determining that none of the disputed results met the
statutory threshold for invalidation.”” Following the rejection of its petitions, the PPP announced
on 27 August that it would file ten lawsuits seeking to invalidate election results, including the
Seoul mayoral election, over the ballot shortages and voting disruptions recorded on 3 June.
According to the party's legal advisory committee, the lawsuits would seek to annul six election
results across the greater Seoul area, covering mayoral and gubernatorial races as well as
proportional representation seats on metropolitan councils.” The decision by the PPP to pursue
the disputes through the courts indicates that the disagreements over the election continued to
be channelled through established legal mechanisms, with the courts providing a further
institutional avenue for resolving contested results.

The Reform Divide Extends to Constitutional Change

The differences surrounding electoral reform were also reflected in the broader debate over
constitutional change. Following remarks by the National Assembly Speaker concerning the
possibility of presidential re-election, questions arose over whether proposed constitutional
changes could have implications for President Lee Jae-myung's tenure. The ruling party rejected
this interpretation, pointing to Article 128, Paragraph 2 of the Constitution, which prevents a
constitutional amendment extending presidential eligibility from applying to the incumbent
president.”

On 14 August, President Lee indicated that he would be willing to shorten his own five-year
term if this facilitated a broader constitutional amendment introducing a four-year renewable
presidential term. His proposal also included changes to the distribution of authority between
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the executive and legislature and to the process for nominating the prime minister. The PPP
criticised the proposal, while some opposition lawmakers indicated that they could consider
elements of the proposed changes.®

The debate illustrates the difficulties involved in reaching agreement on reforms that could
affect the distribution of political authority. Unlike measures focused on investigating past
institutional failures, constitutional reform necessarily involves decisions about the future
structure of government. With constitutional amendments requiring a two-thirds majority in
the National Assembly, significant changes will require cooperation across political parties. The
current discussions suggested that such cooperation remained more difficult where proposed
reforms had broader implications for executive and legislative authority.

Political Mobilisation and the Boundaries of Civic Space

The continuing disagreement over the election also remained visible outside formal institutional
processes. On 15 August, PPP leader Jang Dong-hyeok returned to Olympic Park, where a
blockade had taken place during the June election crisis, for a Liberation Day rally centred on
the continuing dispute over the ballot recounts.?! The rally linked the election controversy with
broader criticisms for President Lee's constitutional reform proposals.®

The continued mobilisation indicates that the election dispute remained an active issue in the
broader political debate. At the same time, legal proceedings arising from the June protests
continued. On 4 August, prosecutors indicted three individuals in connection with the blockade
of a polling station, charging them with special obstruction of official duties.® Legal action to
protect polling operations and ensure the orderly conduct of elections does not, in itself,
indicate a restriction of civic space. Electoral authorities and law enforcement bodies have a
legitimate responsibility to protect electoral processes from obstruction or disruption, while
citizens also have the right to peaceful protest and political mobilisation. It is therefore
important to monitor whether restrictions on such activities are legally grounded, necessary
and proportionate to the stated objective, and whether similar standards are applied
consistently across political actors and forms of expression. Going forward, continued
monitoring will be important to assess any restrictions affecting political mobilisation, as well as
the broader civic-space environment surrounding demands for accountability and scrutiny of
government actions related to the June elections.
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People Power Party leader Jang Dong-hyuk waves a large South Korean flag during a voting-rights rally at
Olympic Park in Seoul
Source Asia Today

Broader concerns about freedom of expression and the regulatory environment were also
raised during the reporting period. CIVICUS Monitor highlighted concerns regarding new
requirements for large online platforms under the Telecommunications Business Act,® which
Open Net Korea argued could have implications for prior censorship.®* The anti-fake-news
amendment that entered into force on 7 July also remained contested, with concerns regarding
its potential impact on critical reporting. The reports indicate continuing debate in South Korea
over the boundaries between regulation and freedom of expression. In a politically polarised
environment, the application of such laws and regulations remains relevant to the conditions
under which citizens, political groups and civil society organisations can participate in public
debate.

https://monitor.civicus.org/explore/south-korea-concerns-about-censorship-restrictive-national-security-law-and-indict

ment-of-protesters/
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Conclusion

Since the June 2026 elections has demonstrated that South Korea’s existing institutional and
legal mechanisms remain active in addressing electoral disputes and accountability concerns.
The special counsel investigation and the NEC’s review of the 261 formal election challenges
provide avenues for examining electoral irregularities and institutional shortcomings. However,
the effectiveness, independence and adequacy of existing mechanisms for election dispute
resolution remain require further consideration, particularly as the broader election reform
process develops.

The more difficult question ahead is how these accountability processes translate into
longer-term institutional reform. Differences between the major political parties over NEC
reform, proposed recounts and constitutional changes suggest that electoral reform remains
closely connected to broader political disagreements. The current debate between political
parties reflects that consensus is more difficult to achieve. How these disagreements are
managed, and whether reforms can strengthen public confidence while maintaining appropriate
institutional checks and independence, will therefore remain important areas to monitor in the
coming months.

The broader civic and political environment will also require continued attention. The ongoing
mobilisation around the election dispute and legal proceedings arising from the June protests
highlight the need to monitor how political mobilisation and protest are regulated, including
whether restrictions are legally grounded, necessary, proportionate and applied consistently.
More broadly, continued scrutiny of government actions, demands for accountability, and the
space available for political and civic actors to participate in these debates will be important
indicators of how South Korea’s post-election accountability and reform process develops.
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